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“Tus WORK is both pastoral and apologetic. It openly and honestly confronts contempo- 
rary questions, experiences and doubts in its handling of the question. Kung has again 
done his homework in touching base with so many contemporary philosophical, theologi- 
cal, religious and social movements, presenting his own synthesis.” 

— National Catholic Reporter 


“THe TITLE of this book has a question mark. It’s a question as old as man and there is no 
definitive answer. Any reply would have to be a matter of opinion or, if you prefer, faith. 
“The writer, noted Catholic theologian Hans Kung, gives a qualified affirmative an- 
swer. And his answer is also based on belief . . . it is easily one of the best books on a 
complicated topic.” l 
—Anniston Alabama Star 


“Eternal Life? is intended not to answer the many perplexing questions surrounding 
death and dying but to raise them in an appropriate and sustained fashion. Kung hopes to 
encourage Christians to approach the universe with commitment and trust . . . an 
important and intriguing work, necessary reading for anyone interested in the mul- 
tifaceted problem of death and dying.” 

—Fate Magazine 


“Tus srupy is remarkable for its integration of diverse disciplines and its attention to 
specific ethical issues . . . written in a lively manner, well translated by Edward Quinn, 
and sure to arouse assent and dissent, this is an indispensable book for all academic 
libraries.” 


— Choice 


“WHATEVER ELSE can be said about Father Kung’s theology, let it be noted that he asks 
provocative questions and doesn’t shy away from answering them in a provocative fashion 
>. Here is a brilliant mind engaging ultimate questions in a manner that challenges 
the skeptics of the day, especially those skeptics who have turned to Marx for their 
answers.” 


— Catholic New York 


“KUNG REMINDS us that our faith and hops in eternal life must not diminish our sense of 
responsibility toward this one. 

“His point is consistent with the teaching of Vatican II that ‘the expectation of a new 
earth must not weaken but rather stimulate our concern for cultivating this one. For here 
grows the body of a new human family. A body which even now is able to give some kind 
of foreshadowing of the new age.’ ” 

—Brooklyn Tablet 


“Curistians have absolutely no reason to surrender their belief in an ultimate reality and 
everlasting life with God. In fact, they have every reason to so hope and believe. Because 
we cannot see into the future, Kung stresses, there is no reason to doubt its existence or 
reality.” 

—U.S. Catholic 
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Translator’s preface 


Hans Kiing’s vision? 


Not of eternal life. Not of the joys of heaven. Still less of the torments 
of hell. 

It is a vision of God’s new creation or—better—of God’s creation as a 
whole. 

Anticipations of eternity on the part of those who have survived “clinical 
death” are little more attractive and certainly no more credible than the 
banal descriptions by the characters in Max Frisch’s Triptychon. What 
Feuerbach and Freud have described as projections and illusions are 
equally irrelevant, being based on a literal interpretation of apocalyptic 
ideas, long rejected by serious theologians of all schools today. Karl Rahner 
in particular has warned us not to regard descriptions of life after death 
as advance reports on that situation. We can speak with some conviction 
only of this side of creation, not indeed merely of the present time, but 
certainly of what we see here and now. There are experiences in this world 
which point to the advent of a kind of eternal life after all this is over. 
The Old Testament for a long time spoke of the restoration of a people to 
life but displayed little interest in the fate of the individual. But the 
Second Book of Maccabees provides assurance of the vindication of the 
martyrs, if not in this life, then in the next. 

The New Testament maintains that assurance, insists on the fact of 
Christ’s resurrection, but has no more than a negative description of 
heaven: “eye hath not seen nor ear heard.” In Matthew 25 Jesus makes 
use of apocalyptic ideas to distinguish between the judgment of those who 
have sided with him, even though without discerning him, in performing 
the corporal works of mercy, and of those who have neglected these things. 
But all this is incidental to the renewal of creation that comes with 
Christ’s resurrection. 

Paul sees the resurrection as the dawn of the new creation, the conquest 
of the evil powers that have struggled to distort the goodness originally 
planted there by God and shaped under his providence by the activity of 
his creatures. Paul himself and the evangelists are struggling to show that 
what they have seen in Christ’s resurrection is God’s side of the new crea- 
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tion. Raised up by his Father, he is no longer active in the present struggle 
in this world. His mission of preaching the kingdom is left to his disciples 
and with his Father and the Holy Spirit he guides them in it. 

Scholastic theology left ample scope for all this. The world was seen as 
having a beginning in time, but merely because revelation appeared to sug- 
gest it. Essentially creation means absolute and timeless dependence of the 
creature on God for its very existence, and is only mentally distinguished 
from conservation. All things move toward their consummation, but the 
latter is distinguished from the origin only from our standpoint. 

But from that standpoint it is no mean spectacle that is offered to us. 
It is the whole picture of the evolution of the universe, as interpreted by 
scientists, and none the worse because interpretations vary. All that we 
need to see is the mass of realities, living and nonliving, human and per- 
haps more than human, struggling to impose a pattern on the world, con- 
sciously or unconsciously fulfilling the will of God. The least creature has 
its part—perhaps with a barely living movement—as well as the mighty 
men of (often dubious) valor. 

In the Western tradition (Jewish / Christian /Muslim) we look to 
the heroes and prophets of the Bible: And Christianity especially looks to 
the achievement of Jesus of Nazareth. At every turn in absolute obedience 
to his Father, he sought out the lost, the abandoned, giving them new 
hope and striving to convince them and their leaders of the early advent of 
God’s kingdom. He called for discipleship, forming a smaller group of 
twelve, but making use of other, less committed followers. The climax 
came at Passover time after preaching for a brief period and making his 
impression on the particular milieu which was his sphere of existence. 
Betrayals and trials by the Jewish and Roman leaders followed, then tor- 
ture and finally crucifixion. To the very last he resisted, but as always 
wholly accepting his Father’s will. At death all achievement ceases and he 
is left “God-forsaken,” on the cross. 

At that very point he is exalted by the Father. Seeing the risen Christ, 
the disciples catch a glimpse of the new creation, creation transfigured in 
this person, God’s side of creation. It faces men with the challenge im- 
plicitly or otherwise to decide for God by following Christ, even to the 
point of complete submission in death. God is then all in all and what the 
Scholastics spoke of as the pure vision of God begins to make sense. For 
in the light of that vision all human fellowship, all wholesome trivialities, 
are made eternal. W. Bruening, quoted by our author, sums it up vividly: 
“God loves more than the molecules that happen to be in the body at the 
time of death. He loves a body that is marked by all the tribulation and 
also the ceaseless longing of a pilgrimage, a body that has left behind many 
traces in the course of this pilgrimage in a world that has become human 
through these very traces. . . . Resurrection of the body means that none 
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of this is lost to God, since he loves man. He has gathered together all 
dreams and not a single smile has escaped his notice. Resurrection of the 
body means that man rediscovers not only his last moment but his 
history.” 

Or, as Alice Meynell, who sees even the daisy as a “barrier to eternity,” 
asks: 


“What will it be to look 

from God’s side even of so simple a thing?” 
Edward Quinn 
Shefheld, England 
April 23, 1983 





Preface 


“Do you believe in a life after death?” Even theologians are embarrassed 
when faced with this direct question. It is in fact a question that has tor- 
mented humanity from the beginning, in the Old Stone Age, but which 
seems now to be a little out of fashion. Eternal life? What is this supposed 
to mean when our present life is continually improving, at a time of prog- 
tess, of increasingly higher standards and a better quality of life? 

“Do you believe in a life after death?” “No, I’m not religious.” Today 
this answer does not sound so “modern” as it once did, but somewhat un- 
imaginative, uninformed. It is like the answer to the question about music: 
“No, I’m not musical.” This is not an argument against music; it is at best 
an excuse for a further question: a life with or without music, with or 
without religion; does it really make no difference? 

The pleas of theologians for an eternal life admittedly were often not 
very convincing and betrayed a remoteness from reality, bypassing both the 
difficulties of thinking people today and the inconsistencies of the Bible 
in regard to death and resurrection, heaven and hell, end of the world and 
judgment of the world. The contrary arguments were often more to the 
point and the opponents, with a great deal of truth in their doubts, had 
more important things to say: what is eternal life but a wishful projection 
(Feuerbach), a consolation for the oppressed (Marx), a denial of the 
eternal return of the same (Nietzsche), an unrealistic regression of the 
psychologically immature (Freud)... . ? 

What comes in death? What comes after death? Recent philosophers, 
existential philosophers and neo-Marxists, began to discuss the question 
more discriminatingly. While Jean-Paul Sartre answered in the negative, 
Martin Heidegger kept the question open and Karl Jaspers answered with 
some reservations in the affirmative; and while Theodor W. Adorno found 
unthinkable the idea of death as purely and simply final, Max Horkheimer 
confessed frankly his yearning for the wholly Other; to the end of his life 
Ernst Bloch remained immensely curious in regard to “the great perhaps.” 
Thus in our world—characterized as it is by positivism and materialism— 
the word is slowly getting around that the question about eternal life can- 
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not be dismissed with expressions like “wishful thinking,” “opium,” “re- 
sentment,” “illusion.” They are too brief to exhaust the continually fresh 
potential of hope. 

The fact cannot be overlooked that we are in the midst of a sociological 
crisis of orientation on the grand scale. New problems and needs have be- 
come insistent, new fears and longings have come to light. Many are look- 
ing for a new foothold, a fundamental certainty, a compass for their life 
and the lives of other human beings. The inconsistencies and ambivalence 
of the phenomena cannot conceal the fact that religion is attracting greater 
attention: the old religion and many new ones, the Christian religion as 
well as the Islamic, Hindu and Buddhist religions. In East and West any- 
way the god Progress seems to have lost rapidly something of its credibility; 
belief in a continually better life with the aid of science and technology 
and also through revolution and socialism has been shaken by serious 
doubts. And while the elderly have not been able—with all the aids of 
psychology—to come to terms with the meaning of death, younger people 
—supposedly a no-future generation, apathetic, noncommittal, nervous 
and self-destructive—are asking afresh about the missing sense of life. 
Meanwhile that very science which did most in the last century to destroy 
belief in immortality and made stupendous efforts to prolong life— 
medicine—is today the one that has broken through the taboos in regard 
to death and with its research into dying has given new life to the ques- 
tion of death and survival. But has medicine—or perhaps parapsychology— 
proved that there is life after death? 

Religions almost universally count on some sort of life after death, 
whether in a realm of shades, in a heaven or in a nirvana, whether it is 
after one life or several, whether immediately after death or only after a 
judgment of the world. Migration of souls, reincarnation, spiritistic phe- 
nomena, so many “things in heaven and earth” undreamt of in our 
philosophies. Problems of another kind are perhaps more pressing: prob- 
lems of dying with dignity, the whole problem of euthanasia, the problem 
of entering into a realm of freedom and justice and of another life, ques- 
tions of futurology and cosmology. . . 

“If we want to grasp the invisible, we must penetrate as deeply as pos- 
sible into the visible,” said the great painter Max Beckmann. What is 
found in theological textbooks about “the Last Things” seemed to me fre- 
quently less important for answering the question about eternal life than 
what poets and philosophers, doctors and scientists, have written—posi- 
tively or negatively—about it. Anyone who is interested in these detailed 
theological questions may safely look them up in the textbooks. I did not 
want to produce a long-winded theological treatise on eschatology, but— 
as in the books On Being a Christian and Does God Exist?—to Aaa the 
pressing questions of our contemporaries on the basis of present-day theo- 
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logical studies without digressing too much. Without these two preceding 
books, admittedly, I could scarcely have taken on the responsibility for 
what I hope is both an ample and a firmly substantiated answer tò these 
questions. Whenever necessary I have had recourse to these theological 
reserves, without however indulging in the scholar’s vice of direct self- 
quotation. I must refer the reader also to these for a more profound treat- 
ment of some questions. So these three books now appear to be dovetailed 
into one another, and after a dozen years I am glad to be able to say 
that the theological path then taken with On Being a Christian has proved 
itself—despite all discrediting of my Christian faith and my loyalty to the 
Church by ecclesiastical authorities ill prepared for discussion—and can 
be followed consistently, untroubled by theological fashions. 

The book is based on a nine-day course of lectures at Tübingen. I have 
resisted the temptation to another scholar’s vice: to change the character 
of the lecture and reduce the material to a kind of manual or com- 
pendium. A great deal could be and had to be very closely compressed, 
curtailed or merely suggested in these lectures. Wherever it seemed ap- 
propriate, there are references to specialist literature. It is the first time I 
have chosen a literary genre of this kind, which may be of advantage to the 
readability of the book and to concentration on the essential problems. 

I dedicate this book to all those—near and far—who by their solidarity 
in that difficult period after December 18, 1979, enabled me to survive 
intellectually and finally to continue working at theology—now in even 
greater freedom and with a broader vision. First of all, in addition to my 
colleagues and friends in Tiibingen, in Germany, in Switzerland, in 
Austria, in the United States and in other countries, there are my closest 
assistants in our Institute for Ecumenical Studies, to whom I am partic- 
ularly grateful for their part in the production of this book: Karl-Josef 
Kuschel, who more than anyone else followed these lectures from begin- 
ning to end and made many useful suggestions and important improve- 
ments; Marianne Saur, who diligently read through all the versions of the 
manuscript with a critical eye and drew up the index of authors; my per- 
sonal secretary Eleonore Henn, who, although overwhelmed with the 
normal secretarial work, coped energetically with the frequent revisions of 
the manuscript; Hannelore Tiirke and Michael Stemmeler, who checked 
all the quotations and notes and brought them into the final version, as 
well as correcting the proofs in the German edition; finally our secretary 
of many years’ standing at the Institute, Annegret Dinkel, who searched 
out and provided the necessary background literature—which in this in- 
stance too eventually covered an enormous range—and who at the same 
time performed many small services for me. A special word of thanks is 
due to the very Reverend Canon Edward Quinn, Sheffield, England, who, 
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with tireless devotion, gave us both an accurate and a readable English 
translation of my trilogy. 

These nine lectures were held in the summer term of 1981 within the 
framework of general studies at the University of Tiibingen for hearers 
from all faculties and met with a very gratifying response. They were 
thoroughly revised and extended for publication, but the lecture style has 
been maintained. In the fall term 1983, these lectures were delivered in 
English at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor in a public lecture 
series. As visiting Professor of Religious Thought, I was very gratified by 
the warm public response and the very stimulating intellectual atmosphere 
at this university. 


Ann Arbor, Michigan 
December 1983 
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I. Death as entry into light? 


1. The dead never learn 


“The stage is wide and empty and white. . . . The white light remains 
unchanged.” This is the stage direction for the desolate second scene of the 
“three scenic panels” of Triptych, a late work on death and eternity by 
Max Frisch, first performed in May 1981, when the author had reached 
the age of seventy.! 

The stage is wide and empty and white, and the white light remains 
unchanged. How does Max Frisch regard dying? As entry into light? Cer- 
tainly. But it is a merciless, comfortless light, like that in Jean-Paul Sartre’s 
play about the hereafter, Huis clos (No Exit) in 1945, constantly glar- 
ing, wearying, even paralyzing. What Frisch presents ironically and skepti- 
cally on the stage is an utterly bleak death against the background of a 
dead, empty landscape, where the dead are bored and being dead is sheer 
boredom as a result of pure stagnation and merciless repetition: “Nothing 
is happening that hasn’t happened before, and I’m now in my early 
thirties. There’s nothing more to come. I sit rocking myself in this chair. 
Nothing more to come that I haven’t already been through. And I shall 
remain in my early thirties. What I think, I have thought before. What 
I hear, I have already heard.” The words are those of the main character 
in this dialogic meditation, the deceased model Katrin.? And later: “How 
awful! The dead never learn. . . . I have listened to what you have to 
say. We can say it all again, but it changes nothing. . . . We're going 
round in circles. . . . I want to sleep. I want never to have lived at all, 
and to know nothing—just to sleep.”? 

“To die: to sleep; perchance to dream,” echoes the tramp, a former 
actor, quoting Hamlet. Then he goes on with Strindberg (Frisch has this 
in capital letters): “IT’S A PITY ABOUT MANKIND. Strindberg. IT’S 
A PITY ABOUT MANKIND.”5 Old Proll, Katrin’s lover, formerly a 
fighter in the Spanish Civil War and afterward an antiquarian bookseller, 
talks in the same way: “Here there is nothing to look forward to. That’s 
the difference. . . . All one’s life one spends in constant expectation of 
something, from one hour to the next. . . . Here there’s no longer expec- 
tation; there’s no fear, either, no future, and that’s why it all seems so 
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trivial, when it has come to an end for all time.”® At the end of this dismal 
scene of Hades, Katrin herself states it more or less in the form of a 
proposition: “How ordinary eternity is.” Which is followed by Frisch’s 
stage direction: “The sound of birds twittering.” And Katrin: “Now it’s 
April again.” 

Life after death? Not the entry into nothingness, but—even worse—into 
the vast boredom of what is always the same? This at any rate is what 
Max Frisch’s enlightenment on death and eternal life looks like: more ob- 
fuscation than illumination, just as the Styx in this Hades—where Old 
Proll continually attempts to fish and continually fails—is a kind of mud- 
died industrial stream, flowing—or, in fact, not flowing—past a coach- 
works. Is this all that the “enlightened person” of the end of the twentieth 
century—after thousands of years of religion and Christianity—has to say 
about death and eternal life? It is admittedly an enlightenment that, ac- 
cording to the author, should lead not to fatalism, to acquiescence, but to 
fresh thinking, to a revision of opinions, even to revolt. For, according tö’ 
this author, sociological changes are possible only in this temporal life. 
It is here and now that the opportunities for proving ourselves occur, it 
is here that we win or lose. In this play, therefore, the eternal boredom 
of the realm of the dead is an admonitory metaphor of the deadliness 
before our death, that begins at the moment when a person can no longer 
change his mind. 

The play demands a committed response, just as it is itself a committed 
response to one of the great questions of humanity: Does not the reference 
to the present time mean that the prospect of eternity as question and 
hope is all too quickly dimmed? If eternity is so commonplace, hopeless, 
futile, what sense can be made of this present wholly and entirely ephem- 
eral time? A time in which not only does a clergyman proclaim his solid 
faith in his former illusions about another “light,” about a second birth 
“without flesh,” but a revolutionary also proclaims his old utopia of a rev- 
olution that will come and make us immortal, even if we do not live to 
see it? All in all, “the eternity of what once existed,” as a young man 
announces it in the very first scene of Triptych?® 

Wherever we look in this melancholy, skeptical, tripartite play, what we 
find is not so much Frisch’s indifferent resignation, not his coping with 
this present life, still less any expectation or hope there. What the play 
really brings out is the author’s numb depression—despite all the light— 
his desolation and hopelessness, occasionally a fear otherwise rejected, sad- 
ness and even despair: Ernst Bloch is dead now, too—the future holds 
nothing but fear,” we read at one point.? And at the end of the play, after 
the third panel, the same young man—who has meanwhile reached the 
age of fifty—hears from his girl returned from the dead the same scathing 
judgment as before: “You never loved anybody, you are not capable of 
that, and you never will love anybody.” There is a pause. He says: “So that 
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remains.”1? He presses the revolver to his temple. Darkness. End. Curtain. 

“An author in a dead-end street,” they said in Vienna after the pre- 
miere. Merely an author? Is the play meant to be no more than a personal 
confession, is it not meant to present—compressed into the form of a para- 
ble—a picture of our time as a whole? We must therefore ask: Is it simply 
one human being in a dead-end street, or is it twentieth-century man in 
a dead-end street? Is there still a way of escape, is there a justifiable 
alternative? 

I have no intention here of behaving like the clergyman at the funeral 
in the first scene of Triptych, merely quoting the Bible and reading out 
the two passages in John’s gospel about the raising of Lazarus and about 
the unbelieving Thomas. If I did, presumably I too would get the typical 
modern answer, as it was given to the clergyman by the young man: “All 
I know is that human consciousness must have a biological basis. Even 
a bang on the head can make me unconscious. So how can my conscious- 
ness continue to exist once my brain has been destroyed—for example, 
by putting a bullet through my head? . . . What I’m really saying is that 
death as a biological fact, is of no great significance: all it does is confirm 
the laws of Nature. But there is another side of death: its mysteriousness. 
I’m not saying there’s nothing in that—just that it remains a mystery. 
And even if you reject the idea of an eternal life for every individual, some- 
thing mysterious still remains, the feeling that death gives us the true pic- 
ture of our lives: We live at last definitively.”22 

Admittedly in Frisch’s play there is a counterpoint to these “so reason- 
able” ideas in the girl’s answer: “Oh, no, I don’t mean Swedenborg and 
other people like that who rely on their hallucinations. I mean, it’s not 
as simple as you think. No human consciousness without a biological basis. 
How do you know? A disembodied soul, not even Plato could find a proof 
for that—quite right—but all the same, Plato thought it not improbable. 
As Bloch does, too, incidentally. There’s a logic larger than the ordinary 
one.”12 

Ordinary logic or larger logic, whatever that may mean, in these lectures 
at any rate there will be no mysteriousness, no attempt to rouse blind emo- 
tions. Particularly after the tremendous upheaval in all spheres of life and 
the understandable yearning for peace, security and stability, particularly 
in this technocratic, thoroughly rationalized world, and all the emotional 
impoverishment of Homo faber, there is no question here of following 
what is supposed to be a new trend toward the irrational or superrational. 
There will be no preaching of an intellectually and politically neocon- 
servative (religious or quasi-religious) faith in a satiated, fastidious, skepti- 
cally decadent mood of a newly approaching fin de siécle—given literary 
expression in Frisch’s novel Montauk as a fin de vie mood “life is tedi- 
ious”), The interest of theological truth in a theme as delicate as that of 
“eternal life” is directed in the strict sense to the reality (or even unreal- 


6 Death as entry into light? 


ity) of that life and not primarily to its function in human existence, its 
use or misuse. From a theological standpoint everything must be avoided 
that looks like exploitation of the human desire for eternal life, before the 
reality can be affirmed. 


2. Abolition of death? 


In order to prevent any theological misunderstandings from the outset, we 
may state briefly here what will become clear in its full import only in the 
course of the following lectures. While necessarily considering the religious 
traditions of humanity, we are raising the question of eternal life, not retro- 
spectively or regressively, in order to return to a supposedly problem-free 
childhood of humanity or at least of Christianity, but prospectively, look- 
ing forward. The turning point to the modem age, the deepest incision in 
the time after the birth of Christ, the dual Copernican turning point— 
from the earth to the sun and at the same time from God to the human 
being—has to be taken seriously. 

That is to say, we are raising the question of eternal life at a time when a 
completely new scientific world vision has come to prevail and the blue 
outer wall of the heavenly halls as the scene of eternal life has begun liter- 
ally to dissolve into the air; when the postulate of the Enlightenment has 
penetrated everywhere and there is no longer any eternal truth that can 
evade the critical judgment of reason by an appeal merely to the authority 
of Bible, tradition or Church, while belief in eternity can no longer be im- 
posed by authority or taken for granted as part of an ideology; when ideo- 
logical criticism has laid bare the sociological misuse of belief in eternity, 
so that the latter can never again be made to serve as an empty promise of 
a hereafter or as a means of stabilizing unjust, inhuman conditions; when 
the politicocultural predominance of Christianity has ceased, with the re- 
sult that the denial of an eternal life no longer involves mortal danger and 
the all-embracing secularization process has produced a shift of conscious- 
ness from the hereafter to the here and now, from life after death to life 
before death, from yearning for heaven to fidelity to earth. . . 

But against the background of the history of ideas—which can now be 
only briefly outlined—there can be seen some very recent developments 
which make the question of eternal life again supremely relevant for many 
people. Surprisingly enough, no physician appears in Frisch’s Triptych. 
And yet it is especially medicine—still largely physiologically and material- 
istically oriented at the turn of the century—which began at this point to 
break down the formerly rigid fronts. 

Even today students of medicine are scarcely aware of how solid the 
ranks once were behind the ideological fronts in regard to mortality and 
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immortality. A brief historical review therefore seems appropriate. About a 
hundred and thirty years ago—in 1854 at the Thirty-first Congress of Ger- 
man Natural Scientists and Doctors at Géttingen—an open conflict broke 
out in German medicine, later to be known as the materialism controversy. 
What had happened was that a new, strictly empirical, scientific approach 
to medicine had been developed in France under the influence of the 
Revolution, which had prodigious successes to its credit up to the middle 
of the nineteenth century. All this resulted in tremendous upheavals of 
older dogmas and beliefs, at that time equally shared by theology and natu- 
ral science. But in the Germany of the Romantic movement defensive 
fronts were set up against these trends. The physician Rudolf Wagner 
wanted again—on the basis of philosophical and theological arguments 
—not only to defend the idea of the descent of humanity from a single 
human couple, but also—contrary to the latest physiological, “materialis- 
tic” theories—to assert the existence of a special, invisible and impondera- 
ble “soul substance.”!3 Wagner’s attack was directed at that time against 
the physiologist Carl Vogt, who, for his own part, sharply discounted the 
traditional conception under the title Blind Faith and Science.1* In oppo- 
sition to the line taken by Wagner, he assumed the existence of several 
original human couples and even compared the relationship between brain 
and thought to that between liver and gall or kidney and urine. 

For the public at large at that time the materialists had won the battle. 
After this controversy, in Germany too it was clear: 
religious convictions had no place in questions of natural science or 
medicine; 
the interconnection of mechanical and natural laws had to be investigated 
down to the last detail, without philosophical or theological reservations; 
there was no conscious activity. without cerebral activity, no soul existing 
independently of the body; 
in medicine too it was necessary to start out from investigations and experi- 
ments based on quantitative measurements; 
religion had nothing to do with science and—if it existed at all—was a 
purely private matter; 
the world as a whole could be explained by the combined workings of 
physical and chemical forces; so too could the human mind be explained. 

A decade after the materialism controversy, Ludwig Feuerbach, at first a 
theologian and later a philosopher and atheist, in one of his last treatises, 
“On Spiritualism and Materialism,” praised—of all people—the Reformer 
Martin Luther.15 Why? Because he let his son Paul study medicine and so 
be in a position to deny the immortality of the human soul. For Feuer- 
bach, the father of the Marxist critique of religion, it was clear at this time 
that the physician by his very nature was a materialist and atheist. 

It was not by chance then that, in the midst of the French Revolution, 
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a year after the public deposition of God in Notre Dame in Paris (1793), 
the revolutionary Antoine de Condorcet, in his Outline of an Historical 
Presentation of the Progress of the Human Mind (1794), had proclaimed 
the abolition or a considerable postponement of death as the long-term 
goal of medicine.1® Condorcet, admittedly, died in the same year, im- 
prisoned by the same Revolution; but from that time onward atheism went 
hand in hand with the utopia of an earthly immortality. 

God had ceased to function: he did not seem necessary either for an ex- 
planation of the world or for health care. This God neither could nor 
should play any part at all in natural science or medicine, if their method 
was to remain tidy and exact. Nor should it seem surprising that for many 
doctors from that time onward science replaced religion even in private 
life. What is needed is medical science, they said, not doctrines of salva- 
tion. Belief in the human being, in science, replaced belief in God, and 
this had important consequences for the problem of dying and death that 
interests us here. For doctors of this kind the question of life after death 
had the character of an unscientific, metaphysical aberration. 

For a long time, however—not least as a result of the lapses on the part 
of doctors under the National Socialist regime and the change of mind re- 
sulting from this, but also because of the crisis of belief in science in the 
field of medicine—it has been possible to observe a new orientation to the 
patient as a whole person, to moral values and thus to the religious ques- 
tion. The problem of death in particular—largely tabooed in the history of 
medicine—is now attracting increased scientific attention, also among doc- 
tors. In recent years a whole series of medical publications has appeared, 
analyzing human dying both outwardly and inwardly and sounding dimen- 
sions beyond the merely medical and physiological. A leading psychiatric 
specialist periodical, the Journal of Nervous and Mental Diseases, even 
published—which formerly would have been unthinkable—an exhaustive 
report on the literature of research into life after death. 


3. Experiences with dying people ; 


I quote from an account by someone who was restored to life. He said: 
“When the soul had left his body, he journeyed with many others until 
they came to a marvellous place, where there were two openings side by 
side in the earth, and opposite them two others in the sky above. Between 
them sat Judges, who, after each sentence given, bade the just take the 
way to the right upwards through the sky, first binding on them in front 
tokens signifying the judgement passed upon them. The unjust were com- 
manded to take the downward road to the left, and these bore evidence of 
all their deeds fastened on their backs. When Er himself drew near, they 
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told him that he was to carry tidings of the other world to mankind, and 
he must now listen and observe all that went on in that place. Accordingly 
he saw the souls which had been judged departing by one of the openings 
in the sky and one of those in the earth; while at the other two openings 
souls were coming up out of the earth travel-stained and dusty, or down 
from the sky clean and bright. Each company, as if they had come on a 
long journey, seemed glad to turn aside into the Meadow, where they 
encamped like pilgrims at a festival. Greetings passed between acquain- 
tances, and as either party questioned the other of what had befallen 
them, some wept as they sorrowfully recounted all that they had seen and 
suffered on their journey under the earth, which had lasted a thousand 
years; while others spoke of the joys of heaven and sights of inconceivable 
beauty.” 

This is not an account from a hospice for the dying in the 1980s, but 
the story of a man called Er, recorded almost 2500 vears ago by Plato in 
the tenth book of his Republic.!? The desire and curiosity to know what 
awaits us “on the other side”—assuming of course that what we call “the 
other side” from the perspective of “this side” really exists—seem to be al- 
most as old as our civilization. And what Plato describes as a “marvellous 
place,” as an encounter with the judges and the souls of other human be- 
ings (in support of which very many earlier stories could be cited from 
Egypt and India), seems to be confirmed in an exciting way in accounts 
of modern patients and doctors. 

a. A general sensation was created in the first place by the interviews 
with dying patients published by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, a professor of psy- 
chiatry, under the title On Death and Dying.!8 The author learned from 
the struggles, expectations and disappointments of more than two hundred 
terminally ill patients to distinguish several stages—not always clearly sepa- 
rable and often overlapping—on the way to death (when time permitted). 

When patients—religious or not—become aware of their critical state, 
because the doctors have told them or because they perceive it themselves, 
they react at first with shock and incredulity. This-is the first stage, which 
can last for seconds or months, the stage of denial and isolation. But then 
the second stage follows-with anger, irritation, resentment and envy, often 
directed at nurses and doctors or families. If the people around accept 
these expressions without being themselves provoked, they make it easier 
for the terminally ill patient to pass to the third stage, the stage of “bar- _ 
gaining,” which admittedly is often very quickly followed by the depression 
that is typical of the fourth stage. Only after all this, with or without the 
help of others, the fifth and final stage is reached: final acceptance, con- 
sent, surrender, detachment from all ties. This stage, says Dr. Kiibler-Ross, 
“is the signal of imminent death and has allowed us to predict the oncom- 
ing death in several patients where there was little or no indication for it 
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from a medical point of view. The patient responds to an intrinsic signal 
system which tells him of his impending death. We are able to pick up 
these cues without really knowing what psychophysiölogical signals the 
patient perceives.”}° 

b. Another American psychiatrist, Raymond A. Moody, came up against 
precisely this last question, more or less accidentally as a result of the strik- 
ing similarity between two accounts of people dying. In his book Life After 
Life29—which became a world best seller—Moody (as others had done 
before him, but with less effective publicity) gives accounts of people who 
had been “clinically dead” but then continued to live and were able to de- 
scribe their experiences. Despite all individual differences, these reports 
agree in numerous important elements. 

What do these experiences of dying look like? The typical case, which 
admittedly is never completely verified, but of which important elements 
are found in the hundred and fifty or so accounts, might be described more 
or less on these lines: When a person lies dying and reaches the climax of 
his bodily agony, he can hear the doctor declaring him dead. Then he 
hears an unpleasant sound, a piercing ringing or buzzing. At the same 
time he feels that he is moving very quickly through a long, dark tunnel. 
After that he suddenly finds himself at a distance from his body and can 
now see it with the people around it from outside or above. He begins to 
get accustomed to this odd situation and discovers that he possesses a 
“body”—very different from the physical body left behind—with new prop- 
erties and powers. Eventually further happenings take place: “Others come 
to meet and to help him. He glimpses the spirits of relatives and friends 
who have already died, and a loving, warm spirit of a kind he has never 
encountered before—a being of light—appears before him. This being asks 
him a question, nonverbally, to make him evaluate his life and helps him 
along by showing him a panoramic, instantaneous playback of the major 
events of his life. At some point he finds himself approaching some sort 
of barrier or border, apparently representing the limit between earthly life 
and the next life. Yet he finds that he must go back to the earth, that the 
time for his death has not yet come. At this point he resists, for by now he 
is taken up with his experiences in the afterlife and does not want to re- 
turn. He is overwhelmed by intense feelings of joy, love and peace. Despite 
his attitude, though, he somehow reunites with his physical body and 
lives.”2! That is the “model’—not fully realized in every case—of the pro- 
cess of dying, as described by Moody. 

It may be helpful to cite an account by one individual of his experience 
of dying: “I knew I was dying and that there was nothing I could do about 
it, because no one could hear me... . I was out of my body, there’s no 
doubt about it, because I could see my own body there on the operating 
room table. My soul was out! All this made me feel very bad at first, but 
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then, this really bright light came. It did seem that it was a little dim at 
first, but then it was this huge beam. It was just a tremendous amount of 
light, nothing like a big bright flashlight, it was just too much light. And it 
gave off heat to me; I felt a warm sensation. 

“It was a bright yellowish white—more white. It was tremendously 
bright; I just can’t describe it. It seemed that it covered everything, yet it 
didn’t prevent me from seeing everything around me—the operating room, 
the doctors and nurses, everything. I could see clearly, and it wasn’t 
blinding. 

“At first, when the light came, I wasn’t sure what was happening, but 
then, it asked, it kind of asked me if I was ready to die. It was like talking 
to a person, but a person wasn’t there. The light’s what was talking to me, 
but in a voice. 

“Now, I think that the voice that was talking to me actually realized 
that I wasn’t ready to die. You know, it was just kind of testing me more 
than anything else. Yet, from the moment the light spoke to me, I felt 
teally good—secure and loved. The love which came from it is just unimag- 
inable, indescribable. It was a fun person to be with! And it had a sense 
of humor, too—definitely!”2? 

c. In Germany, twelve months before the appearance of Moody’s book, 
Eckhart Wiesenhütter, formerly professor of psychiatry at Tübingen and 
medical superintendent of the Bodelschwingh Institute in Bethel, pub- 
lished some “personal experiences of dying” under the title Blick nach 
drüben (A View of the Beyond), which produced a good deal of dis- 
cussion and not a little confirmation. Wiesenhiitter—whose attention had 
first been drawn to the internal problems of dying in a military base hos- 
pital—collected a variety of cases of people who had almost drowned, had 
come close to freezing to death, had crashed, but had then been revived, 
all of which displayed an amazing similarity to what he himself eventually 
experienced—contrary to all expectation—as a result of two lung infarcts. 
This he briefly describes: “After a time I ceased to feel what at first had 
been an intolerable pain and an increasing fear of death; I lost too all sense 
of time or of objects around me. How long I was plunged into this state 
of dissolution and release is impossible for me now to realize or imagine. 
Looking back, it seems to have been a kind of spatial realization. I seemed 
at first to be shrinking as to a point, but simultaneously to expand as it 
were into the infinite and to flow over into the infinite. To say that a feel- 
ing of greater liberation and happiness was linked with this experience is to 
express in bare words what cannot actually be described. Words are like 
signposts and can only point in a symbolic direction; like signposts they 
do not run in the direction to which they point.”4 

The Protestant theologian Johann Christoph Hampe has recapitulated 
the discussions about Wiesenhiitter’s views and added further material, 
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drawn not from contact with concrete individuals such as doctors but 
mainly from accounts of dying in literature. He calls his book Dying Is 
Quite Different: Experiences with Our Own Death. Hampe cites nu- 
merous examples in order to get a view of dying, not merely “from out- 
side” but also “from within.” He sets out as the three main elements in the 
experience of dying (even though by no means always present): first, the 
departure of the self from the body; then, the account of the self rendered 
in a “panorama of life”; and, finally, the expansion of the self, of which 
Hampe says: “Release appears and is seen through torments. While at the 
beginning the departure of the self was to a short distance, evidently re- 
taining its connection with the body, and the panorama of life imposed the 
necessity of working over the past, then at this stage, often described as 
the final and uttermost happiness, the horizon has been widened and the 
self of the dying person is elevated both literally and metaphorically to a 
weightless floating. Not only the world but the dying person himself is 
changed and is seeking something new.”?® 

This completes our account of the present state of the material on ex- 
periences of dying, which is frequently confirmed and complemented to- 
day.?? A critical evaluation is now required. What is to be made of the 
whole from a theological standpoint? 


4. A view of the beyond? 


There can be no question of course of investigating and judging in detail 
the phenomena and contents of the experiences of dying described above: 
for instance, the “out of the body” experience, the departure from one’s 
own body with a “splitting off” of consciousness, the weightless floating 
and view of the death scene, or that condensed repetition of life’s data to- 
gether with feelings of guilt, or the powerful experiences of life and color 
despite the incorporeal condition, or even the encounter with deceased per- 
sons, the appearance of luminous shapes with visions of angels and of 
Christ... 

We have to concentrate our attention on what for us is the decisive 
question. Have all these dying persons already had a “view of the beyond,” 
as Wiesenhütter's title suggests? Have they seen at least “the front of 
that world which this time they could not enter,” as Hampe puts it?2® 
Or—to be more precise—do these experiences prove that there is a life— 
and, in fact, an eternal life—after death? What is their cogency? 

In her foreword to Moody’s book, identifying herself completely with its 
conclusions, Dr. Kübler-Ross declares: “It is research such as Dr. Moody 
presents in this book that will enlighten many and will confirm what we 
have been taught for many years—that there is life after death.” Moody 
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himself is more cautious and explains in his own introduction: “Let me say 
at the very beginning that, on grounds which I will explain much later, I 
am not trying to prove that there is life after death.”3° Nevertheless, 
Moody’s whole book is characterized by the fundamental conviction, 
expressed in the very title, that there is a “life after life.” The only question 
is whether this belief is justified in the light of the experiences of dying 
described here, which are by no means to be a priori disputed. 

In this connection the theologian in particular must be careful not to 
indulge in wishful thinking, must avoid a hasty appropriation of medical 
conclusions for theological purposes and must judge the phenomena de- 
scribed with the utmost caution and solicitude.3! It is a question therefore 
of objective analysis. 

At the same time we can leave aside as far as possible all accounts de- 
rived from parapsychology and spiritualism, on which Hampe for instance, 
as distinct from medical experts, largely relies. In two very informative 
chapters on parapsychology and spiritualism in his important book Death 
and Eternal Life,3? the English philosopher and theologian John Hick also 
observes: “There are not many today who would deny that extra-sensory 
perception is an established though very mysterious fact.”®® I would have 
rather more reservations in my judgment in regard to all these phenomena 
and would like briefly to justify this reserve at least with reference to the 
two types of phenomena, since the mass media recently have again been 
giving a great deal of attention to them. 

1. Admittedly, phenomena with which parapsychological research has 
been occupied for a long time, especially telepathy and clairvoyance, 
should not be dismissed a priori as nonsense. Up to the present time every- 
thing concerning ESP (extrasensory perception) and the mysterious psi 
factor has undoubtedly been too little investigated to permit any final judg- 
ments. In this respect research is in full swing and is carried out not least 
in the materialistically oriented science of the Soviet Union (in the Lenin- 
grad Institute for Brain Research, for instance, in connection with “sugges- 
tion and distance” and similar topics). Here too Shakespeare’s words are 
continually relevant: “There are more things in heaven and earth than are 
dreamt of in your philosophy.”*4 

The frontiers, however, between serious science and charlatanry are fluid, 
particularly in the field of parapsychology. The problem here consists not 
only in the existence but more especially in the explanation of certain phe- 
nomena such as psychologically caused cures. Have they been brought 
about physically or psychologically, by mysterious waves perhaps of ele- 
mentary particles or by a peculiar psychic energy (perhaps as “psychokine- 
sis”)? The important thing in regard to our statement of the question is 
the fact that, if necessary, all parapsychological phenomena can be ex- 
plained in a materialistic way. In the Soviet Union, instead of “psychic 
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energy,” the term “bioenergy” is used and—correspondingly—“bioinforma- 
tion” and “biocommunication.” Quite apart from the fact that it has 
hitherto been impossible to establish unequivocally in accordance with sci- 
entific criteria the existence of either a “bioenergy” or a “psychoenergy,” 
what this amounts to is that neither the one nor the other proves anything 
about a life after death. 

2. Even more controversial is communication with the dead, which spir- 
itualism tries to establish with the aid of specially talented mediums in a 
state of trance (what is now described occasionally in the Soviet Union as 
“bioplasm” has been regarded in spiritualist circles from the last decades 
of the nineteenth century onward as the “astral body,” which is supposedly 
released in trance and coma from the physical body and to be able to live 
on in an ethereal form after death). It has been possible to produce evi- 
dence of wishful thinking, unconscious delusion and even deliberate decep- 
tion in spiritualistic experiments more often than in parapsychology.?° And 
even someone who does not a priori deny all credibility to the numerous 
spiritualistic accounts that are difficult to verify will not easily see why the 
“manifestations” provoked there of people long dead must necessarily be 
persons who exist independently of the medium’s psyche and who are not 
simply dependent on psychological factors: why they are not at most some- 
thing like the “second persons” split off from our own psyche as we are 
familiar with these in the light of dream experiences. 

Consequently, understandable as is the desire to provide psychological 
or at least parapsychological support for a belief in life after death, the 
attempt to base this belief on such an insecure, unverified and perhaps un- 
verifiable empirical foundation produces at best a false security instead of 
a serious certainty. If someone really wants to believe in a life after death, 
he will in any case do better not to believe because there are possibly te- 
lepathy and clairvoyance as well as dream and suggestion, and still less be- 


cause certain people think they can make use of certain mediums to estab- 
lish contacts “with the beyond.” 


5. The ambiguity of experiences of dying 


Consequently, the basis of serious discussion today can only be the shatter- 
ing, truly deadly serious accounts of people restored to life, as these are dis- 
cussed in serious medical literature. In view of the numerous accounts, it 
cannot be denied that there are phenomena of this kind: and Mood and 
many other medical experts must certainly be thanked for facing up © this 
important task and for breaking the taboos which the medical world had 
imposed on death. Hence these phenomena frequently seriously attested in 
connection with experiences of dying are not to be denied, but to be inter- 
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preted. According to Moody also—and his second book (Reflections on 
Life After Life)?® brings this out more clearly—the question is: What do 
these phenomena express, what do they not express? We shall attempt to 
distinguish and to circumscribe the essential point. 

a. Phenomena like those described are found not only in experiences of 
dying, but also in other peculiar mental states. That is to say, they have 
by no means a priori to do with “the beyond,” the “hereafter” or still 
less with “eternal life.” In his book Why Fear Death? Experiences and 
Answers of a Doctor and Pastor’? the doctor and psychotherapist Klaus 
Thomas, a professing Protestant, has provided an impressive register in 
which he compares the experiences of people who have been resuscitated 
with a number of other peculiar mental states: dreams, schizophrenia, in- 
toxication by hallucinogenic drugs (LSD, mescaline, among others), neu- 
totic pseudo hallucination (hysteria), and also suggestion, the higher levels 
of autogenous training, concentration, with meditation and religious 
vision. With all the differences, the numerous parallels with experiences 
of dying are nevertheless blatant: both in regard to the trend and the 
state of consciousness and in regard to optical, acoustical, tactile and other 
sense perceptions, spatial and temporal orientation, as also with regard to 
thinking, willpower, mood, the urge andjthe power to communicate . . . 
Hence the question arises: If the phenomena associated with drugs, narco- 
sis, suggestion, brain operations, etc., cannot be understood as evidence of 
a “hereafter,” why can the phenomena connected with experiences of re- 
suscitated people be so understood? 

b. The possibility cannot be a priori excluded of a way of dying less 
filled with joy and light and more tormented and terrifying than the posi- 
tive experiences of dying cited here. There are numerous accounts by doc- 
tors and pastors of bodily and mental torments endured by some dying 
persons to the very end of their lives. The cases investigated by Kiibler- 
Ross and Moody seem to have been mainly of people dying slowly of can- 
cer. The experiences arising from poisoning—for instance—are possibly 
different. 

Alfred Salomon describes an experience resulting from severe blood poi- 
soning by urea. Lying dangerously ill, he saw himself alone on a broad 
plain under a pale sky, threatened by whole waves of raging, vicious- 
looking yellow wolves, which however turned out at the point of attack to 
be an empty hallucination. It may be helpful to quote this account word 
for word: “It was a few years ago. An operation was unavoidable. Ne- 
phrectomy: the right kidney had to be removed. The crisis came on the 
third day after the operation. The remaining kidney failed to achieve its 
now double work load. The poisons in the blood increased. The doctor 
diagnosed uremia. But it was only later that I heard about it. At that time 
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I had switched off, I was conscious for seconds only when I was awakened 
by the sudden pain of an injection, 

“Otherwise I was alone, On an endless expanse of plain, Dry brown grass 
up to the distant horizon. Over it all a pale sky with racing clouds, Then 
they came over the last hills. Yellow wolves in a solid front. Wave upon 
wave, rippling backs, noisily advancing. On me! I heard my teeth chatter- 
ing. I saw myself: how I knelt down, pulled myself together. Don’t be 
caught! The beasts—they are here now! Foaming at the mouth, teeth 
bared. Close-ranked, facing me. I gripped, in mounting fear, with both 
hands. But I only grasped the empty air. 

“The next, and the next again. I saw the vicious yellow eyes. I heard 
the panting and howling. I reached out, gripped and—grasped the empty 
air. Over and over again, 

“I saw how the yellow wave parted in front of me; grazed me like fleecy 
coats, drooling jaws snapped. Gone, gone! 

“And again a new wave of surging bodies—endless struggle. Oddly 
enough, in the midst of this uproar my reason asserted itself, soberly ana- 
lyzed the situation: My dear fellow, all this is merely hallucination. Your 
fevered brain produces all these delusions. Only reach out! Take a tight 
grip on yourself. 

“Suddenly I became calm. I had grasped the apparition. Face it! And 
the wolves became an empty phantom. 

“Some days later, when it was all over, I was told: ‘For hours you were 
stretching out your hands into the empty air. We could not bear to see 
it? When I explained why I did this, the doctor looked at me very seri- 
ously: “You were very close to the limit.’ I was at the limit. I do not know 
if others too reach the limit and see the yellow wolves. I don’t know if 
they too get down to it and grasp the illusion. Someone might well take 
to flight. And land among the wolves. Is this then—death? At that time 
I had put my house in order: been to confession, received Holy Commu- 
nion. I was ready to pass over the frontier. For me death was the opposite 
shore. I can only hope that I shall be ready when the yellow wolves come 
again. And they will come.”38 

After citing this example, Wiesenhiitter goes on: “Others before dving 
experience dreamlike states, resulting from poisoning of the liver or kidney 
through nondigested material—akin to the states of intoxication induced 
by drug taking. They see plainly as heralds of death—like the figures in 
some of Van Gogh’s paintings—gigantic black birds, rats and animals from 
the underworld. If they regain consciousness, they usually speak of their 
experiences with horror and disgust. If we did not look into these portents 
of death, we would be neglecting the patient’s interests, even Boah fa 
each case we have to consider the situation as a whole at the time, the 
patient’s receptiveness and power of assimilation.”3® ; 
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c. It is possible that a scientific or medical explanation may be found 
for all the phenomena associated with dying. Moody himself admits that 
the phenomena described can be observed also independently of the pro- 
cess of dying. But he thinks he can see an essential difference between 
such phenomena and those occurring at the approach of death. At the 
same time he admits that no laws of nature are infringed in the process as 
a whole: “It is not necessary that one assume in any of these cases that 
any law of biology or physiology was violated.”4° But in his books Moody 
in fact argues strenuously against a scientific explanation of his observa- 
tions. Not without opposition. For there are experts—presumably in in- 
creasing numbers—who regard all these phenomena as scientifically expli- 
cable. Two points should be noted: 

First, evidently an important role is played by the projection and combi- 
nation—familiar to us from dreams—of what happens before losing con- 
sciousness. The appearance of well-known figures from the family circle 
or from the religious sphere makes it clear how much these phenomena 
are determined by the individual imagination of the person concerned. But 
the same is true of the problematic solid Platonic body-soul dualism, which 
sees body and soul, not as a unity with two dimensions, but as a combina- 
tion of two units that can also be separated again. 

Second, recent studies do not exclude the possibility that the euphoric 
feelings of many dying people are the result of a defense reaction of psyche 
and body. Ronald K. Siegel of the University of California, psychologist 
and specialist in psychopharmacology and hallucinations, for instance, 
claims that all reported experiences of dying display a striking similarity 
to experiences during drug-induced hallucinations or to hallucinations pro- 
duced by other conditions. This holds for the nonmediate character of 
the experiences, hearing sounds, bright light, the tunnel experience, the 
abandonment of a person’s own body, the encounter with familiar figures 
and the panoramic flashback to a person’s own life. He refers to other 
scholars in his explanation of the mechanisms common to visions of death 
and hallucinations, which runs as follows*?: 

In the extreme situation of the onset of death a psychological protective 
circuit of the brain prevents the dying person from perceiving the danger 
of his condition, so that consciousness can escape into a dreamland. Agita- 
tions of the central nervous system produce euphoric feelings, extraordi- 
nary light stimuli, both simple and complex visions in feverish intensity 
and rapidity. The overloaded central nervous system simply switches off 
parts of the brain, interposing a kind of shutter between the internal and 
external world and allowing the dying person to drift into a sphere without 
space and time, past and future. At the same time the highly active brain 
of the dying person produces “internally,” unceasingly and unimpeded, pic- 
tures from past and future and brings them as far as possible into a mean- 
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ingful series with the aid of information about death accumulated and 
perceived as important in the course of life. All this means that experiences 
close to death should be understood as a kind of final “substitute breath- 
ing” of the dying brain, what is known as the last flickering of the fire 
before it finally dies out. . . 

This explanation need not of course be regarded as definitive; there may 
well be others. But it is certainly difficult to declare a priori impossible 
a scientific or medical (and perhaps psychological) explanation of the phe- 
nomena in question. In that sense then these phenomena have nothing 
to do with the “other side,” nothing to do with the suprasensible “beyond,” 
nothing to do with life after death. Now, however, a clarification is ur- 
gently required of what exactly is to be understood by “death.” 


6. What is death? 


The term “clinical death” or “medical death” used by Moody and others 
sounds scientific, but it is confusing in the present context. The problem 
raised here is not least one of semantics. How is death to be defined? It 
might be described simply as irrevocable stoppage of all vital functions. 
But how is this decided? When does death occur? 

For a long time it was assumed that the advent of death could be quite 
easily established. When all signs of life were absent—especially when the 
heart ceased to beat and breathing stopped—the person was generally re- 
garded as dead. But at an early stage authenticated cases of people being 
buried alive showed that this test was not sufficiently precise. Modern medi- 
cine has developed more exact methods of establishing the fact of death, 
among them the electroencephalogram, which indicates with completely 
flat EEG curves (EEG zero lines) the cessation of any kind of brain activ- 
ity and therefore the advent of death. But even people shown by the elec- 
troencephalograph to be dead have sometimes been revived, as—for in- 
stance—in cases of hypothermia or of an overdose of sedatives. 

“Reanimation,” “resuscitation,” happens today much more frequently 
than formerly and has alone made possible all the intensive study of dying 
(thanatology). Heart operations in particular have led to a considerable 
refinement of methods of reanimation.4? In these operations it could be 
observed that death does not necessarily occur at a stroke, but can evi- 
dently come about successively, for the vital functions oe at different 
times in the different organs and tissues, which can have quite different 
effects on the organism as a whole. This expiry of individual vital organs 
is described medically as “organic death” or “partial death” which of 
course can easily be followed by the expiry of EN 

ty of other organs, especially brain 
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death (“central death”) and eventually death of the organism as a whole 
(“total death”). 

It is thus clear what is meant by “clinical death” (difficult as it may 
be to establish the fact reliably in a situation of tension and excitement). 
By “clinical death”—or, more exactly, “merely clinical death”—is meant 
that state in which suspension of breathing, of heart activity and of brain 
reaction has been observed, but in which resuscitation—especially by heart 
massage or artificial respiration—is not completely excluded. The time span 
for resuscitation is normally five minutes, in extreme cases such as hypo- 
thermia perhaps up to thirty minutes. But by that time lack of oxygen 
will have led to such irreparable brain damage that—as a kind of conse- 
quence of clinical death—biological death occurs. By “biological death” 
therefore we mean that state in which at least the brain (it may be differ- 
ent with the kidney, for which a transplant is possible) has irrevocably 
lost its functions and can no longer be reanimated. This biological death 
is certainly definitive, general death: the irreversible loss of vital functions 
and decay of all organs and tissue. The time has irrevocably run out for 
the preservation of functions, for resuscitation and eventually for the main- 
tenance of structures which can be distinguished as such. 

Moody too is obviously aware of biological as well as clinical death. But 
instead of making this fundamental distinction clear at the very beginning 
of his book, it is only toward the end—in answer to various objections— 
that he comes to speak of it. At this point “death” as the irreversible loss 
of vital functions is distinguished from “death” as the absence of clinically 
detectable signs of life (or of brain current waves). In the former sense 
death is defined as “that state of the body from which it is impossible 
to be revived.”43 The application of this definition however at once makes 
clear what might almost have been forgotten in the excitement of reading 
Moody’s book. Of the hundred and fifty cases of dying persons investigated 
by Moody not a single individual really died. Moody himself admits: “Ob- 
viously, by this definition, none of my cases would qualify, since they all 
involved resuscitation.”** 

This however is the crucial factor. The persons once dangerously ill, ex- 
amined by Moody and now by many others, perhaps experienced dying, 
but certainly not death. Consequently, dying and death must be clearly 
distinguished. Dying means the physicopsychological events immediately 
preceding death, which are irrevocably halted with the advent of death. 
Dying then is the way, death the “destination.” And none of those investi- 
gated had reached this “destination.” 

In other words, experiences of the approach of death are not experiences 
of death itself. In our inquiries “clinically dead” just does not mean in 
any way simply “dead,” but at the moment of observation “apparently 
dead,” a state that may be retrospectively described as “suspended anima- 
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tion.” A clinical death, which is not—as is generally the case—also a bio- 
logical death, is an unreal death or—more precisely—a pseudo death. 
Clinically dead persons are almost dead. In the cases investigated and de- 
scribed in the literature on this subject it is a question therefore, not of 
a stage of death, but wholly and entirely of a particular stage of life: of 
what is possibly the last span of life of a few seconds or minutes between 
clinical “death” and biological death—what people have seen at that point, 
what they have heard and lived through. These were experiences of people 
very close to real death, who mistakenly thought they were dying but even- 
tually did not die. Close as they were to the threshold of death, they never 
passed over it. 

What then do these experiences of dying imply for life after death? To 
put it briefly, nothing! For I regard it as a duty of theological truthfulness 
to answer clearly that experiences of this kind prove nothing about a possi- 
ble life after death: it is a question here of the last five minutes before 
death and not of an eternal life after death. These passing minutes do 
not settle the question of where the dying person goes: into nonbeing or 
into new being. Moody and numerous like-minded people deserve respect 
when, as Christians, they advocate belief in an eternal life. But, considered 
more closely, their arguments are not ad rem, they are inadequate and 
refer only to the present time and not to eternity. They assume what they 
hope, if not strictly to prove, at least to suggest. But all the phenomena 
of light, however striking, do not amount to a proof or even to an indica- 
tion of an entry into a bright eternal light; even less are they an indication 


and least of,all a proof of entry into the temporal-timeless bleak light of 
Frisch’s Triptych. 


7. Three crucial insights 


Despite all the inconsistencies, what can we deduce from the present-day 


study of dying for our specific problem? I want to summarize briefly three 
crucial insights that we owe to these researchers: 


e The question of eternal life, for a long time dismissed with supposedly 
scientific and medical arguments, is now for medical experts as medical 
experts an Open question. The question of a possible life after death 
is of immense importance for life before dea 
which must be sought elsewhere if it canno 
haps it can be found only in interdisciplina 
of medical experts and ps 
theologians. 


e Experiences of dying and experiences of living seem to be intrinsically 


th. It requires an answer 
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connected. Dying seems not least to depend on how a person has coped 
with life. The importance of the life a person has lived for the way 
he copes with his own death needs to be further considered, not least 
in connection with the problem of suicide, which apparently involves 
no positive experiences of dying. The accomplishment of life’s tasks may 
facilitate the tasks of dying. In the face of death it is a question of 
the challenge of an ultimate freedom from intramundane dependencies 
even in the present life (a freedom also from sin), which is possibly 
a precondition for an ultimate freedom in dying: the realization of a 
purpose of life as a preparation for the realization of a purpose of dying. 

e The positive experiences of dying create a hope that dying, normally 
awaited with apprehension, even with fear and trembling, in its very 
last stage may possibly not be as fearful as is often anticipated. Perhaps 
the change in the features after a severe death struggle, which so often 
make the countenance of the person now really—biologically and not 
merely clinically—dead seem so peaceful, relaxed, even smiling, “bliss- 
ful,” is a sign—but no more than a sign—that a new being is not a priori 
to be excluded: a sign of a transcendence in death. 


In conclusion, we return to Max Frisch. In his Triptych a different 
mood arises—although promptly dismissed—and the members of the au- 
dience, strangely moved, listen as motionless as the listening dead on the 
stage when in the midst of their pathetically repeated dialogues there re- 
sounds from below, from the earthly world—it is Easter—with the boom- 
ing of the organ and bell-ringing the Te Deum of the monks: Te Deum 
laudamus . . . “God, we praise thee. . . .”%° 

And even the skeptical onlooker may wonder: 

What if this Te Deum counts, not merely for an evidently absent God, 
but for a God secretly present? 

What if eternity is not as terribly boring and ordinary as it is shown 
here on the boards, which in fact merely signify the world? 

Eternity then, not of what has been and long known as such, but of 
a still unknown future, eternity not as eternal death, but as eternal life? 

“Do you believe in a life after death?” So runs the question at the be- 
ginning of Triptych and twice comes the answer: “I really don’t know. ve 
I sav I don’t know.” But the audience feels at the end that the question 
is still not answered, but—brought up again by Frisch—more open than 
ever. Eternal life—is it a pious fiction and projection of clerics and monks 
or is it perhaps for all human beings an actuality, a reality? We shall have 
to face the question expressly next time. 


II. The hereafter—wishful 
thinking? 


Eternal life—this is not a question settled in advance by science, but one 
that is again really open. This was the main conclusion of the first lecture, 
which started out from accounts drawn from recent studies of dying, criti- 
cally assessed them in their ambiguity, but found them too slight to pro- 
vide a basis for a theological argument. It cannot of course be denied that 
such experiences of dying may help people to cope in a more mature spirit 
and with greater wisdom with the life they have regained and then too 
with death when it really comes; but, despite all the phenomena of light 
during the minutes when death seemed to be approaching, they yield no 
sort of evidence for a life after death. In other words, there is no proof 
here of an entry into an eternal cheerful light, but neither is there any 


proof of an entry into an eternal cheerless light as depicted by Max Frisch 
in his Triptych. 


1. And nothing comes after? 


The fact remains that eternal life is a truly open question, which we have 
to face in all its radicalness, and then we must proceed slowly*step by 
step. A poem by Bertolt Brecht from his collection Hauspostille (“Homi- 
lies for the Home”) of 1927 may serve as an introduction to this inquiry.! 
This didactic poem is inspired by a passion to enlighten, as the writer 
Horst Krüger explains in a brief interpretation: “It is as if the drama and 
force of the theme of death had laid bare the poet’s experiences of the 
ultimate depths. Wisdom, not knowledge, speeds on this instruction. It 
is the wisdom of resignation: ‘You die like all the animals / and nothing 
comes after. "2? The poem is entitled “Gegen Verführung” (“Against Se- 
duction”). 

Do not be misled! 

There is no return. 

Day goes out at the door; 

You might feel the night wind: 

There is no tomorrow. 


Ee 
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Do not be deceived! 

Life is very short. 

Quaff it in quick gulps! 

It will not suffice for you 
When you have to leave it. 
Do not be put off! 

You have not too much time! 
Leave decay to the redeemed! 
Life is the greatest thing: 
Nothing more remains. 

Do not be misled 

To drudgery and wasting disease! 
What fear can still touch you? 
You die like all the animals 
And nothing comes after. 


Kriiger is right: “What is known as ‘dialectical materialism’ (and what, 
with the classical authorities on Marxism, mostly set in motion an 
immense conceptual machinery) has rarely been expressed so simply, so 
graphically, almost in the style of a folk song.” The text vibrates with 
an elemental experience, with a propositional curtailment of its essential 
message and—in the best sense of the term—a touching forthrightness. 
Who would want to avoid so easily its implications and persuasive force? 

Very different from these splendidly simple and clear verses are Ludwig 
Feuerbach’s “Theological-Satirical Eipigrams,” which he added as an appen- 
dix to his anonymously published antitheological, rationalistic Thoughts 
on Death and Immortality (1830), a series of at best cheeky but often 
naively trivial couplets and flat doggerel. The mention of Feuerbach in 
this context of Marxism is not accidental. For it was this very philosopher 
who a hundred years earlier laid the philosophical foundations for Brecht’s 
view. It is not without reason that Gottfried Keller in his novel Der griine 
Heinrich, in the chapter on “the frozen Christian,” compares Feuerbach 
to a magic bird whose song drove God “out of the hearts of thousands” 
and who also deprived Keller of his Christian belief in immortality: 


In dark and cold and wintry days, 

When all seemed lost and hope was dead, 
Illusion ceased to hold my gaze, 

Immortal thoughts forever fled. 


Now in the summer’s warmth and light, 
I know I rightly broke my ties, 

Wove round my heart a garland bright, 
While in the grave delusion lies. 
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On the clear stream I travel home, 

Its waters coo] my fevered hand; 
Upwards I look to heaven’s blue dome— 
And seek no better fatherland. 

I grasp, O lily, blooming there, 

What your welcome means today; 

I know how briefly glows the flare, 

That I—like you—must pass away." 


Here too is the same motif structure as in Brecht: the denial of a world 
“up there,” of an illusion of immortality, together with the simultaneous 
affirmation of kinship with the earth, a solidarity with the negative until 
death. As Albert von Schirnding puts it: “The lily, once an heraldic symbol 
of immortality, is changed back into the living-fading flower, becomes the 
mirror of our own vegetative soul. Greetings are exchanged as man enters 
the round dance of earthly creatures. Only now, when he is no longer 
merely a guest on earth, on the way with worn-out shoes to an eternal 
home, can he really feel at home here below.”® 

There are many people today who will recognize themselves in this de- 
scription of the attitude of the “great comrades in unbelief” of the nine- 
teenth century (as Freud described them): a loyalty to the present life, 
to the earth as sole fatherland, refusal of any suggestion of consolation 
in the hereafter; an attitude adopted, not out of downright ignorance or 
arrogance, but for the sake of human dignity and freedom. 


2. God—reflection of man 


How did Feuerbach state the problem? This former student of theology— 
who had wanted to be a Protestant pastor preaching an intellectual re- 
ligion, but who at a very early stage changed his mind and became a 
Hegelian and eventually the most important representative before Marx’s 
time of the left-wing critique of Hegel wanted once and for all to solve 
the ancient dilemma which had persisted throughout the history of West- 
ern philosophy: the dilemma between above and below the here and the 
hereafter. Not, however—like Hegel—speculatively, in thought but actu- 
ally, in reality, so that man could again concentrate entirely on himself 
his world and his present life. The dilemma had to be removed: Don 
must no longer be an orientation to an immortal life in a ee “u 

there,” but concentration on a new life here below; instead of individ als 
eager for immortality, capable, fully integrated human Be ividua 

mind and body. ings healthy in 


That first work of Feuerbach’s however in 1830 was not by any means 
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atheistic. It was directed “only” against the acceptance of a personal God 
and against a selfish belief in immortality. He argued positively for belief 
in the immortality of the mind and for the imperishable youthfulness of 
humanity. But the scandal was there. The work was confiscated, pro- 
hibited. and its author investigated by the police, then permanently dis- 
credited as freethinker, atheist and Antichrist in person, so that he had 
to leave the university. From then onward his efforts to gain another pro- 
fessorship were in vain. A decade later—after works on the history of mod- 
ern philosophy (from Francis Bacon to Pierre Bayle) —as a private scholar, 
Feuerbach published that much more radical book of which Friedrich 
Engels—faithful comrade-in-arms of Karl Marx—could write enthusiasti- 
cally forty years afterward: “Then came Feuerbach’s Essence of Christian- 
ity. At a stroke it demolished the contradiction by raising materialism 
again to the throne. Nature exists independently of all philosophy; it is 
the foundation on which we human beings, ourselves products of nature, 
have grown up; apart from nature and man nothing exists and the higher 
beings produced by our religious imagination are merely the weird reflec- 
tions of our own nature. The spell was broken, the [Hegelian] ‘system’ 
burst open and thrown aside, the contradiction—existing merely in imagi- 
nation—dissolved. To get any idea of all this, one must have experienced 
for oneself the liberating effect of the book. Enthusiasm was universal; 
for the time being we were all Feuerbachians. How enthusiastically Marx 
welcomed the new view of things and how much—despite all critical reser- 
vations—he was influenced by it, we can read in The Holy Family. . . .”" 

Almost a century after the radicalization of the French Enlightenment 
in atheistic materialism (with the publication in 1748 of L'Homme 
machine by Julien Offroy de Lamettrie), there appeared also in the Ger- 
many of the 1840s a radicalism both religious and political, which helped 
to prepare the German revolution of 1848. In other words, on the lines 
of the radicals of the French Revolution (the Montagnards = “Mountain 
Party” or “back benchers”), in Germany too “Montagne is proclaimed” 
and “the banner of atheism and mortality hoisted.” Ten years after Hegel’s 
death Arnold Ruge, the leading Young Hegelian, could describe the politi- 
cointellectual situation in these words: “God, religion and immortality are 
deposed and the philosophical republic, men, proclaimed as gods.”* 

This antihereafter, pro-here-and-now philosophy of Feuerbach must now 
be systematically explicated. His basic idea was comparatively simple: 
“Consciousness of God is self-consciousness, knowledge of God is self- 
knowledge.”® With impressive consistency, animated by a passionate desire 
to enlighten, Feuerbach applies this insight as a test of theology as a whole. 
What is the mystery of theology? Anthropology! And the task of the mod- 


ern age is the realization and humanization of God: the transformation 
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and dissolving of theology (doctrine of God) into anthropology (doctrine 
of man). 

With Feuerbach, the tremendous danger to belief in God and Christian- 
ity presented by Hegel’s identification of finite and infinite consciousness, 
of man and God, became apparent. All that is needed is to change our 
standpoint and everything appears to be reversed. For then man’s finite 
consciousness is not—as with Hegel—“elevated,” “sublated” (aufgehoben) 
into infinite consciousness, the human spirit into Absolute Spirit, but, 
conversely, infinite consciousness is “dissolved” into my finite conscious- 
ness, Absolute Spirit into the human spirit. And that is just what Feuer- 
bach does. He does not want “drunken” speculation, he wants “sober” 
philosophy. So he abandons the “absolute standpoint” and with it the 
“absurdity of the absolute.” In this way the human consciousness of the 
(divine) infinite is turned over: into the human consciousness of the in- 
finity of (its own, human) consciousness. Idealistic pantheism (panenthe- 
ism) is turned into “materialistic” atheism. 

This means that—for Feuerbach—the starting point and primary object 
of philosophy is no longer the “absolute,” but humanity and in fact the 
true, real, concrete, sensual-corporeal human being. And God? According 
to Feuerbach the believer in God has done no more than set up his na- 
ture as outside himself, sees it as something existing outside himself and 
separated from himself; he has projected it—so to speak—into heaven, 
called it God and begun to worship it. Hence the idea of God is nothing 
but a projection of man: “The absolute to man is his own nature. The 
power of the object over him is therefore the power of his own nature.” 

Knowledge of God (including any form of expression of religion, up 
to belief in an eternal life) is thus seen to be a gigantic floodlight. God 
appears as man’s projected, hypostasized reflection of himself, possessing 
no more reality than a slide projected onto a screen. The divine is then 
the universally human projected into the hereafter. This can be tested. 
Love, wisdom, justice, are generally regarded as attributes of the divine 
nature. But are they not in reality attributes that all human beings seek 
for themselves and which can best be realized in the human type? 
$ ? g independently, apart from man. This God is noth- 
ing other than personified human nature, Th 
plates his nature as external to himself”: Go 
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outside man and simulated by man himself. Man a great projector, God 
the great projection. 

In chapter after chapter in an excited and yet sometimes tedious style, 
but impressively even today, Feuerbach hammers his new credo into the 
reader. And from beginning to end, from creation to consummation, he 
applies this basic perception of his to all the articles of the Christian faith. 
Under these circumstances how is belief in an eternal life to be under- 
stood? 


3. The hereafter as the alienated here and now 


The first part of the Essence of Christianity (1841) on “the true, that 
is, anthropological essence of Christianity” more or less culminates in the 
nineteenth chapter (eighteenth chapter in the English version), “The 
Christian Heaven or Personal Immortality.” But in true Hegelian style 
Feuerbach develops this chapter from the previous one on the Christian 
significance of freely chosen celibacy and monasticism. The unmarried, 
truly ascetic life is supposed to be the most direct way to heavenly, im- 
mortal life; for heaven itself is seen as supernatural, absolutely subjective 
life, free from all family ties and obviously sexless. 

For Feuerbach, then, belief in heavenly life or—which for him is the 
same thing—belief in personal immortality is typical of the teaching of 
Christianity, since this coincides with belief in a personal God. But here 
too the situation is reversed: “The belief in personal immortality is per- 
fectly identical with the belief in a personal God; i.e., that which expresses 
the belief in the heavenly, immortal life of the person, expresses God also, 
as he is an object to Christians, namely, as absolute, unlimited per- 
sonality.”22 

In that sense God and heaven are identical for Feuerbach. We can de- 
scribe God as undeveloped heaven and the real heaven as God completely 
developed. “In the present, God is the kingdom of heaven; in the future, 
heaven is God.”!8 According to him, God is the general concept, regarded 
by us as objective, which is realized and individualized only in heaven. 
God is thus the notion or the essence of the absolute, blessed, heavenly 
life, but which is now still integrated into an ideal, absolute, unrestricted 
personality. 

Yet—as we saw—this God is nothing but the projection, the pattern, 
by man of himself. And when man speaks of his own unrestricted heavenly 
life, this is no more than the dream that man dreams of himself. He him- 
self would like to be this absolute personality, free from all earthly limita- 
tions. And thus in the idea of God he imagines himself as having reached 
heaven. What man is not at present, but wants to be one day, he places 
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now as still existent in heaven. In the idea of God he anticipates his own 
future in an illusory form, from which the converse follows that denia] 
of God and denial of man’s immortality necessarily coincide. 

What then is belief in immortality? “The belief in the immortality of 
man is the belief in the divinity of man, and the belief in God is the 
belief in pure personality, released from all limits, and consequently eo 
ipso immortal.”!* 

This is the culminating point of religion. From this standpoint the doc- 
trine of immortality is seen as more or less “the final doctrine of religion, 
its testament, in which it declares its last wishes.”!5 For what this doctrine 
otherwise conceals, it states quite frankly here: religion has in man himself 
its starting point and goal. It is not a question here of the existence of 
another being, but quite obviously of our own existence: “The other world 
is nothing more than the reality of a known idea, the satisfaction of a 
conscious desire, the fulfilment of a wish; it is only the removal of limits 
which here oppose themselves to the realisation of the idea.”1® 

Originally—thought Feuerbach—among “savage” peoples, belief in a 
hereafter, in a life after death, was still quite directly belief in the here 
and now; it was direct, wholehearted belief in this life. Among civilized 
peoples this belief was merely more differentiated and abstract. But with 
them also belief in an afterlife is “only faith in the true life of the present; 
the essential elements of this life are also the essential elements of the 
other; accordingly, faith in a future life is not faith in another unknown 
life; but in the truth and infinitude, and consequently in the perpetuity, 
of that life which already here below is regarded as the authentic life.” 

What then does this belief in the hereafter mean for the religious per- 
son? It is nothing other than a gigantic detour to himself. Dissatisfied and 
divided in himself, such a person clings to the dream of a hereafter, in 
order to feel there more vividly the happiness of his distant homeland: 
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his chapter on the Christian heaven and personal immortality to a trium- 
phant conclusion with the words “Our most essential task is now fulfilled. 
We have reduced the supermundane, supernatural, and superhuman na- 
ture of God to the elements of human nature as its fundamental elements. 
Our process of analysis has brought us again to the position with which 
we set out. The beginning, middle and end of religion is MAN.”20 

It should be noted that Feuerbach with this philosophy of his pursues 
not a merely theoretical but an absolutely practical objective. The persis- 
tent alienation and impoverishment of man who gives himself up to God, 
who has equipped God and his heaven with the treasures of his own heart, 
is to be reversed. The division between God and man must be removed, 
so that disrupted, alienated man can rediscover his identity. Atheism thus 
proves to be the true humanism. 

Is not this the very thing that we plainly need for the practice of socio- 
political responsibility: instead of squandering love on God, at last giving 
our love entirely to man; instead of belief in God, belief of man in him- 
self; instead of orientation to another world, commitment to the present 
world which certainly needs to be changed? Later, in his “Lectures on the 
Nature of Religion” in 1848, the year of revolution, Feuerbach formulated 
his task very clearly: “The purpose of my writings, as also of my lectures, 
is to turn men from theologians into anthropologists, from theophilists 
to philanthropists, from candidates for the hereafter into students of the 
here and now, from religious and political lackeys of the heavenly and 
earthly monarchy into free, self-confident citizens of the world.” 

It is not at all easy to cope rapidly with Feuerbach in theological terms. 
This critique of eternal life is too impressively presented, too persuasively 
formulated, too comprehensively substantiated. Certainly—from the stand- 
point of the “Dialectic of Enlightenment”—there is much in Feuerbach 
that is open to criticism today: his concept of nature and species, his image 
of society and man. But is not his basic initiative on the whole at least 
plausible? Is not the solidarity of theological and political criticism con- 
sistently carried out? Does not the reflection presented here to a repressive 
feudal and clerical society of a “free and self-confident citizen” contain 
too much truth for its justification to be disputed? No, Feuerbach is far 
from being surpassed or outdated, passé et dépassé. From that time onward 
there has not been any atheism (from Marxism and psychoanalysis to posi- 
tivism and critical rationalism) which did not draw on Feuerbach s argu- 
ments in one way or another. The question for the theologian then is very 
serious: Is not Feuerbach’s critique of belief in immortality really justified? 
What arguments can be brought against it? In what follows I shall leave 
aside the examination of the problem of the infinitude of human con- 
sciousness and concentrate on the main argument for our statement of 
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the question (we are not dealing with his critique of religion as a whole) 
Is eternal life not in fact a psychological projection of man? 


4. Eternal life—wish or reality? 


According to Feuerbach, belief in a hereafter, like religion as a whole, is 
based—psychologically speaking—on a natural sense of dependence on 
man’s part. More precisely it is based on completely understandable hu- 
man wishes and needs, in particular on the instinct for happiness, which 
is itself the product of the all-embracing human instinct for self-preserva- 
tion—in other words, in the last resort on human selfishness. At the same 
time, it is man’s fantasy and the power of his imagination which posits 
as real the object to which these powers and instincts, needs and wishes, 
are oriented. It makes God and his heaven seem like a real being. But 
according to Feuerbach it is clear that appearances are deceptive and that 
religion presents this appearance as reality. The idea of God and an eternal 
life is nothing but purely human imagination, a product of our creative 
fantasy. 

Is this philosophically established and psychologically developed projec- 
tion theory not fascinatingly plausible? Theologians have often disputed 
what ought never to have been disputed: namely, that belief in a hereafter 
can be psychologically interpreted, can be psychologically deduced. It can- 
not be denied that the actually existing sense of dependence, the most 
diverse wishes and needs in man, and particularly the instinct for self- 
preservation and happiness, play an important part in belief in an eternal 
life. At the same time it must be admitted that fantasy and imagination 
are involved in any cognitive act, that I know each and every thing in 
my own way and consequently in all knowing I put—that is, I project— 
something of myself into the object of my knowledge. Today in terms 
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desiderium naturale beatitudinis), and that in death I am absorbed into 
the eternal repose of nothingness. Who knows anything definite in this 
respect? But neither can the possibility be a priori excluded (and this must 
be pointed out against a self-confident atheism) that in fact there is some- 
thing real (however it is defined) corresponding to all these needs, wishes, 
instincts and also to the striving for happiness, and that I shall be elevated 
into an absolutely final reality. Who could a priori maintain the opposite? 

To be more precise, could not the sense of dependence and the instinct 
of self-preservation have a very real ground, could not our striving for hap- 
piness have a very real goal? And if—in my belief in eternal life, as in 
all knowing—I put, project into the object, much of what is my own, does 
this ipso facto prove that this object is purely the product of my imagina- 
tion? A projection and no more than that? Could not perhaps some kind 
of transcendent object, some kind of hidden reality of God—however this 
may be defined—correspond to all the wishing, thinking and imagining 
involved in our belief? 

“If the gods are products of wishful thinking, it does not follow that 
they are merely such: we cannot conclude from this either to their exis- 
tence or to their nonexistence,” explains the philosopher Eduard von Hart- 
mann: “It is quite true that nothing exists merely because we wish it, but 
it is not true that something cannot exist if we wish it. Feuerbach’s whole 
critique of religion and the whole proof of his atheism, however, rest on 
this single argument; that is, on a logical fallacy.”°® This is more than 
an argument in formal logic. For I can also deduce psychologically my 
experience of the world, but this implies nothing against the existence of 
a world independent of me, as the reference point of my experiences; it 
provides no reasons for solipsism. And I can deduce psychologically my 
experience of God, but this implies nothing against the existence of a di- 
vine reality independent of me, as the reference point of all my needs and 
wishes; it is not a proof of atheism. In a word, something real can certainly 
correspond in reality to my psychological experience; a real God and a 
real eternal life—appearance and being—can certainly correspond to the 
wish for God and an eternal life. The conclusion is inescapable that, from 
this psychological viewpoint, Feuerbach’s denial of eternal life remains a 
postulate. His atheism too is not above suspicion of being a projection. 

However, I do not want to go more deeply into these questions here, 
but to take a further step and try to appreciate the arguments of Freud 
in the light of this initiative. For it was Freud who adopted and carried 
Over into the present century Feuerbach’s view of religion and belief in 
an eternal life as suspect of wishful thinking and projection. 
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5. Suspicion of projection in psychoanalysis 


In matters of religion Sigmund Freud was certainly aware of a historical 
continuity. He took over from Feuerbach and the latter's successors the 
essential arguments for his personal atheism: “All I have done—and this 
is the only thing that is new in my exposition—is to add some psycho- 
logical foundation to the criticisms of my great predecessors,” he writes 
both modestly and correctly in his main critical work on religion, The 
Future of an Illusion.*4 It is then the projection theory, developed by 
Feuerbach, that provides the foundation not only for Marx’s opium the- 
ory but also for Freud’s illusion theory. 

That is to say, it was Freud who attempted to raise questions about 
the background of Feuerbach’s theory of psychological projection, in order 
to penetrate with the aid of depth psychology into the hidden, unconscious 
conditions of the religious illusory and dream world. As is well known, 
it is to Freud’s immense credit that he laid bare the mechanisms and the 
forms of activity of the unconscious both for the individual human being 
and for the history of humanity. Freud was able to prove that for religious 
attitudes and ideas in particular great importance had to be attached to 
the fields of experience to which he had given very special attention: earli- 
est childhood, the first parent-child relationships, the approach to sexual- 
ity. We cannot enter more deeply into this question here. Here too our 
attention must be given to the main point at issue and in this respect what 
was true of Feuerbach is also true of Freud. As we saw, from the indisput- 
able influence of psychological factors on belief in an eternal life it is 
impossible to draw any conclusions about the existence or nonexistence 
of an eternal life. Nor can any conclusion about the existence or nonexis- 
tence of an eternal life be drawn from the indisputable influence of depth- 
psychological, unconscious factors on belief in an eternal life 
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it count against the truth of faith if—like psychoanalysis itself—it involves 
all possible instinctual motivations, lustful inclinations, psychodynamic 
mechanisms, conscious and unconscious wishes? Why should I not be 
permitted to wish for anything in this respect? Why should I not be per- 
mitted to wish—as the philosopher Max Horkheimer once said—in con- 
crete terms that the murderer will not triumph over his victim, that sweat, 
blood and tears, all the sufferings of millennia, were not in vain, that defin- 
itive happiness may eventually be possible for all human beings and es- 
pecially the despised and downtrodden? And on the other hand, why 
should I not be allowed to reject the suggestion that we must be content 
with rare moments of happiness and come to terms with “normal unhappi- 
ness”? Why should I not reject this demand, also in the light of the fact— 
easy enough to prove—that apparently it is always only the powerful and 
the ruthless who prevail, that the life of the individual and of humanity 
is determined only by pitiless laws of nature or even more merciless laws 
of social and economic power, governed by the play of chance and by 
the survival of the fittest, and that in the end all dying is a dying into 
nothingness? 

It does not by any means follow from the profound human desire for 
eternal life—as some theologians have mistakenly concluded—that this life 
is a reality. But neither does it follow, as some atheists mistakenly think, 
that it is not a reality. It is true that the wish alone does not contain 
its fulfillment. It may be that nothing corresponds to the oldest, strongest 
and most urgent wishes of mankind and that mankind has actually been 
cherishing illusions for millennia. But could not the opposite also be true? 

Before going on to the next section, we may draw some provisional con- 
clusions: 


e Feuerbach’s philosophical-psychological interpretation of belief in an 
eternal life—on which also Marx’s sociocritical and Freud’s psychoana- 
lytic interpretation are based—does not permit any decision about the 
reality or unreality of an eternal life. ) 

e Feuerbach’s projection theory in particular—on which Marx's opium 
theory and Freud’s illusion theory are based—is incapable of proving 
that an eternal life is merely a human projection (a consolation serving 
vested interests, infantile illusion): all “merely” and “nothing but” state- 
ments are rightly to be distrusted. 

e The atheistic denial of an eternal life for its own part is not beyond 
all suspicion of being a projection. This denial, which often likewise lives 
on an attitude of belief (a belief—for instance—in human nature, the 
socialist society, rational science), must face the question of whether 
it is not itself a human projection. 

e Tf all atheistic denial of an eternal life has proved in the last resort to 
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be unsubstantiated, this does not imply by any means that belief in an 
eternal life is substantiated. Can this sort of belief be substantiated at 
all? Both positions seem to be equally well or equally badly substantiated 
and mutually cancel one another out. We thus seem to have reached 
an impasse; how do we get any further? 


6. A meaning to death? 


It is impossible to get any further here. Any attempt to continue on these 
lines would be possible only with the aid of unscientific, metaphysically 
reconstructed hypotheses, which would discredit the person using them for 
serious scientific discussion. This is the warning of contemporary philoso- 
phers and it is not to be disregarded. The time of metaphysics is past 
and not merely on epistemological grounds. In this light must not death 
be simply accepted as an inexplicable, uninterpretable brute fact—a bio- 
logical happening that takes its course as a natural necessity? As the 
Tübingen philosopher Walter Schulz unmistakably declares, “Metaphysics 
with its ideas of survival and personal immortality lies behind us. For us 
the biologically oriented idea of natural death is fundamental.”2® 

According to Schulz, “the whole wretched situation” is owing to the 
fact that man is also “a being that can relate to itself”: “If man were 
an animal or a god, he would have no fear of death. The fact that he 
cannot cope with death is the result of his nonsensical or—perhaps better— 
paradoxical structure.”2? To illustrate this paradox, Schulz refers to Pascal, 
who said that it does not need the whole universe to kill a human being 
(a drop of water is sufficient), but—as distinct from the universe which 
can crush him—the human being knows why he dies. Thus (in complete 
agreement with Pascal) it can now be added that precisely because man 
A une to himself, understand himself, know about his death, anticipate 
M sal and Er death, Even aware as he is of the limits of his knowledge, 
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the meaning of death—understood in a neutral sense—which in all these 
questions is closely linked with the meaning of life. 

This basic question arises not only in the individual but more particu- 
larly in the social dimension. For whether death is “suppressed” (as Max 
Scheler first analyzed the situation in connection with the urge to work) 
in a society or whether—through the dialectical upheaval of Enlighten- 
ment, science and technology—a world of total management and conform- 
ity and thus a “world of death” (of which Auschwitz is the extreme exam- 
ple) emerges?® (as Theodor W. Adorno has described it in his Negative 
Dialektik), the basic question remains as to how we can “come to terms 
with death” (to adopt Walter Schulz’s expression). Once more then the 
question arises about that meaning of death which must be seen together 
with the meaning of life. 

Or is philosophy to admit a priori its incompetence in regard to all these 
questions and leave questions like those about death to the a priori “un- 
scientific” religions and ideologies? But theologians should not rejoice pre- 
maturely about this division of labor. This makes it too easy for both phi- 
losophers and theologians. And since these questions have largely faded 
out in the Anglo-Saxon philosophy of linguistic analysis (apart from the 
later Wittgenstein), prevailing in recent times also in Germany, in order 
to throw light on the philosophical problems, we shall appeal to the great 
European tradition of existential philosophy, which has followed in the 
tracks of Søren Kierkegaard and his analysis of the “sickness unto death” 
in treating the question of death as a crucial human problem in connec- 
tion with man’s existence and existential fear. I would like to refer briefly 
to three philosophical options in regard to this question, although I am 
well aware of the difficulty of describing correctly and at the same time 
intelligibly three so different and so differentiated philosophical positions 
in a few sentences. 


First option: Advance into death: Martin Heidegger 


Against the background of the question of being, which Heidegger freshly 
discovered for philosophical discussion in the twentieth century his early 
and most important work, Sein und Zeit (“Being and Time ),*° presents 
a broadly based analysis of what “belongs” to human existence, what de- 
termines the structures of human existence; for being human 1s fundamen- 
tally different from the being of a stone, of an animal, of a machine or 
of a work of art. How? In the first place there is man’s involvement In 
the daily grind, his continually troubled existence, his subjection to the 
world and to the dictatorship of the anonymous “One.” And wagi are 
also man’s basic qualities, especially his basic experience of fear (here Kier- 
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kegaard’s influence is obvious): the experience—that is—of being con- 
fronted with the uncertainty of all existing things, with the insubstantiality 
of the world, with the inescapability of death. Man thus remains funda- 
mentally determined by his temporality, by the fact that he is thrown 
(without any choice) into death, by the fact that he is continually exposed 
to possible not-being. 

“As soon as a human being comes to life, it is old enough to die.” 
This Heidegger quotes from the late medieval work Ackermann aus 
Böhmen (known in English as “Death and the Plowman”).’° Yes—this 
is Heidegger's conclusion—man lives in continual incompleteness, in a 
realm of the not-yet; he is not yet entire, for his ending commences at 
the very beginning. And this ending cannot be defined simply as “comple- 
tion,” since it so often peters out into uncompletedness. But neither can 
it be regarded as ending purely and simply, as dying “like all the animals.” 
What then is the meaning of this ending which is beyond completion 
or mere finishing? For Heidegger, ending is not simply ceasing, disappear- 
ing, being at an end, but is a “being to the end.”*! In other words, dying 
is a mode of being which man accepts as soon as he is born. It is not 
something that concerns him only in the future, but is already now always 
present. The present then is to be understood as a state of being exposed 
to death. Human existence is thus to be regarded veritably as “being to 
death.” Conversely, it is only in the light of death as not-being that exis- 
tence in its wholeness can be defined. It is only in the light of death that 
existence as existence becomes “whole.” 

For Heidegger then, death is more than biological, natural death. It is 
a possible mode of being, marked admittedly by an endurance of being, 
a mode of behavior and self-possession. Paradoxically expressed, in death 
it is a question of the possibility of the absolute impossibility of existing, 
which gives rise in us to an elemental fear: not fear of something definite, 
but dread of the indefinite, fear for existence. But fear and death should 
not be suppressed or avoided in daily conversation, as happens often 
enough. The important thing is to face death as a very 
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it. And yet conversely the question arises as to whether death itself in its 
menacing insubstantiality is not in practice too much disregarded by this 
philosophical interpretation. Is not death—which every human being in 
turn must die differently—too hastily dismissed when it is identified with 
man’s finiteness, when it is so simply made a part of man’s ontological 
structure, or even interpreted as an excellent “opportunity” for man? This 
at least is Jean-Paul Sartre’s critique. 


Second option: The absurdity of death: Jean-Paul Sartre 


Jean-Paul Sartre made Heidegger’s analysis the starting point of his own 
philosophy, of an existentialism that Heidegger himself—wholly oriented 
to being—never approved. In his main work L’Etre et le néant (“Being 
and Nothingness”)? Sartre understands man’s “essence,” not (like Hei- 
degger) in the existential interpretation of being, where being as the con- 
dition of the possibility of existence is always prior to the latter and lies 
behind it. For Sartre it is man’s existence freely projecting itself that is 
always prior to his essence. That is to say: in the absolutely free designing 
of his existence man is not determined by any definable mode of being, 
and this has consequences for Sartre’s interpretation of death, which 
(again unlike Heidegger’s) is essentially atheistic. 

Like Heidegger, Sartre argues against the modern concealment and sup- 
pression of death, and also like Heidegger he regards mortality as essen- 
tially a part of human existence. Unlike Heidegger, however, Sartre sees 
life not from the standpoint of death but conversely death from the stand- 
point of life. He vehemently opposes the interpretation of existence as “be- 
ing to death.” It seems to him far too optimistic to interpret death as 
an excellent opportunity for existence to project and understand itself. 
Death cannot be so interiorized, individualized, taken into life and gained 
for the integrity of human existence. Why? A 5 

For Sartre death is purely and simply a fact, a fortuitous, blind fact 
that we shall never understand and can in no way control. It comes 
abruptly and unexpectedly, it is incalculable and remains surprising even 
to someone who awaits it as a fixed datum. Death accordingly is something 
other than merely that finiteness (temporality) which is part of man’s on- 
tic structure and which would be present even if there were no death, 
even if man were immortal. No, death enters as a completely fortuitous, 
uncertain, brutal fact from outside into man’s being as the latter is project 
ing itself and realizing its possibilities. It does not help him to gain integ- 
rity, but definitively prevents this. Death is the demolition of possibilities 
and makes existence a fragment. My death then is anything but my oppor- 
tunity and is veritably the reverse side of my free choice. Certainly it is 
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my death, but in death I am condemned to be no more than the prey 
of the others, of the living. 

In other words, death deprives life of all meaning; it is not my opportu- 
nity, still less my excellent opportunity. It is in fact the ever-present possi- 
bility of the annihilation of all my possibilities. It is true that man attains 
finality in death; but it is a meaningless, insubstantial finality. For at 
the end every possibility that we have realized in life is caught up and 
swept away: swept away by a chance event that thus determines our whole 
life and abandons it to futility. Death is absurd, because it makes our 
whole life absurd: Ce qu’il faut noter tout d'abord c'est le caractère ab- 
surde de la mort (“What must be noted first is the absurd character of 
death”).4 It is not the dissolving, redeeming final chord which develops 
from a melody and which subsequently gives meaning and completion 
to it. No, it is an abrupt breakdown, from outside, without any meaning. 

Sartre, however, for his own part, must face the question whether athe- 
ism and consequently the absurdity of death are too much taken for 
granted here. Is there not more special pleading than substantiation here? 
Is death merely what becomes visible in not yet living dead matter, in 
the no longer living corpse? Is not death thus wrongly made absolute as 
something exclusively absurd? And then is not death deprived precisely 
of what constitutes its “essence”: to be an open question, to keep open 
a reality of which no decision has been made as to its being or whether 
it ought to be? At this point the position may be appropriately considered 


of Karl Jaspers, likewise an existential philosopher, who opposes any abso- 
lutizing of life or death. 


Third option: Death as fulfillment; Karl J aspers 


Karl Jaspers’ philosophy too is centered on man, his existential freedom 
and his personal independence in communication with others. The fact 
cannot be overlooked that man is constantly exposed to deep crises and 
is inevitably landed in situations which bring him to the limits of his re- 
sources: “borderline situations’—the well-known key word of Jaspers’ phi- 
losophy—in fearful experience of the inescapability of struggle, suffering 
and sin, in the experience of immutable fate, in the death er someone 
loved or in the thought of our own death. Everywhere there is the threat 
of breakdown, hopelessness, nihilistic despair. Is there any way out of all 
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is aware of himself as recipient, in the sense that he can experience the 
fact that he did not create himself, but owes his existence to others. For 
it is precisely in the most extreme situation of breakdown that man is 
enabled to face the basic experience of that “transcendence” which is not 
identical with the world, but without which human existence in the true 
sense of the word would not be possible. If human beings then can endure 
borderline situations, if they can hold on unswervingly even in death, it 
is not with their own resources, but with “help” that is different from any 
help from this world and that only philosophical faith can experience: a 
faith however that, according to Jaspers, is a faith without any revelation, 
for which the only certainty is that transcendence is, without any possibil- 
ity of saying what it is. 

According to Jaspers then, the harshness of existence cannot be avoided, 
but transcendence can be seen in it. Consequently he opposes any absolut- 
izing of reality, even absolutizing of life and death: “If life without death 
is made absolute, there is no vision of transcendence, but only an existence 
understood as extended to infinity. If death is made absolute, transcen- 
dence is veiled, since all that remains is annihilation. But if life and death 
become identical—which is absurd to our way of thinking—the very at- 
tempt to think of it involves a transcending: death is not what becomes 
visible in not yet living, dead matter or in the no longer living corpse; 
life is not what is visible as life without death or death what is visible 
without life. In transcendence death is fulfilment of being as life that has 
become one with being.”25 


e With the rise of atheism—established in German philosophy particularly 
by Feuerbach—the problems of death too acquired an oppressive weight 
of their own. What is obvious particularly with recent thinkers—Hei- 
degger, Sartre and Jaspers—is the enormous seriousness and the unusual 
effort, not to remain mute in regard to death, but to bring it into discus- 
sion as part of human existence. 

e A philosophical interpretation of death, however, seems difficult, if not 
impossible. Even within existential philosophy, which has faced the 
problems of death more than any other, the positions are not only dif- 
ferent but more or less contradictory. For theology it would be far too 
easy to play off these positions against each other and thus to favor = 
one perhaps closest to its own. All three positions must be considere 
in the light of their own importance and taken seriously for the interpre- 
tation of modern attitudes to human death. ae 

e In regard also to a life after death the three philosopical positions de- 
scribed here are contradictory. For Heidegger the question ferns as ae 
by Jaspers it is answered more or less positively and by Sartre decisive y 
negatively. None of these positions can be claimed for the affirmation 
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of an eternal life, Philosophy returns the question to theology, If then 
someone says that this sort of fortuitous death is pointless, that it means 
the destruction of the whole person (including his mind, which is com- 
pletely tied to brain and organs), he can scarcely be rationally refuted, 
But neither has he rationally proved his own position. 


For Heidegger the question remains open in the sense that for him the 
question of transcendence, strictly speaking, also remains completely open: 
“The ontological analysis of being to the end does not anticipate. . . any 
existential reaction to death. If death is defined as ‘end’ of existence—that 
is, being in the world—this does not imply any ontic decision as to whether 
‘after death’ another, higher or lower being is possible. Whether existence 
‘survives’, ‘outlasts’ itself, is ‘immortal’. There is no ontic decision on the 
‘hereafter’ any more than there is one on the ‘here and now’, no question 
of presenting for ‘edification’ norms and rules for behaviour in face of 
death.” 
By Jaspers the question is answered with a conditional affirmative in 
a philosophical faith and then not in regard to a personal survival of the 
individual, but only in regard to the survival of the One which also em- 
braces man: “It is sufficient that being is the being of the One. What 
is my being—that completely perishes as existence—is irrelevant, if only 
I remain on the upturn as long as I live. In the world there is no real 
and true consolation which permits me to see the transitoriness of every- 
thing and of myself as understandable and bearable. Instead of consolation 
there is awareness of being in the certainty of the One.”37 
By Sartre the question of a life after death is answered unequivocally 
in the negative, in the sense that for him as an atheist the question does 
not seriously arise. He starts out from the absurdity and is content with 
the observation that death cannot be regarded as a “passage to an abso- 
lute” 8 “Death reveals to us only ourselves and that from a human point 
of view.”3® 
But Sartre’s autobiography Les Mots (“Words”)#9 makes clearer the 
ee ae eee context of these Statements. Jean-Paul Sartre—Cath- 
Gia era a tre eee oor ages @ believer and even 
Jesuit novice Martin Heide Si ve stianity (the parallels witb the 
boy to a belletristic aii na Kantine as a pretoco 
religion, which promised him a : al een paar ichalliieun 
ary fame. Toward the end of eee lal kind of immortality, enduring liter- 
is life, however, Sartre spoke with ruthless 
candor of how he had also given u this substi es i 
faith in literature as her h ae N satute religion, recognized 
esy, how the holy spirit of belletrism must be 


piven eae how cruel and tedious is the undertaking of atheism: “My 
P usions are in pieces. Martyrdom, salvation, immortality: all 
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are crumbling; the building is falling in ruins. I have caught the Holy Ghost 
in the cellars and flung him out of them. Atheism is a eruel, long-term 
business. I have gone through it to the end. I see clearly, I am free from 
illusions, I know my real tasks, and I must surely deserve a civic prize; 
for about ten years I have been a man who is waking up, cured of a long, 
bitter-sweet madness, who cannot get away from it, who cannot recall his 
old ways without laughing and who no longer has any idea what to do 
with his life. I have become once again the traveller without a ticket 
that I was at seven: the ticket-collector has entered my compartment and 
is looking at me, but less sternly than he once did: in fact, all he wants 
is to go away and let me complete the journey in peace; as long as I give 
him a valid excuse of some kind, he will be satisfied. Unfortunately I can- 
not find one and, besides, do not even want to look for one: we shall 
go on talking together, ill at ease, as far as Dijon where I know quite well 
that no one is waiting for me. 

“I have renounced my vocation, but I have not unfrocked myself. I still 
write. What else can I do? 

“Nulla dies sine linea.”*! 

Hans Mayer, the Tiibingen literary scholar, translator and editor of the 
German edition of Sartre’s book, observes: “We can describe the state of 
the man who wrote the last pages of this book either as one of serene 
freedom from illusions or perhaps as one of profound disappointment. But 
we can also—if we avoid any sort of ‘identification’ with Sartre—raise the 
objection that a state is presented here as final, as total atheism and repu- 
diation of all substitute religions, which really amounts to a new substitute 
religion. A total atheist, who continues to produce and constantly commits 
himself afresh, is here going through a phase in which the work-ethic ac- 
quires the function of drafting a new substitute-religion.”** 

This substitute religion too, in which for Sartre “atheism is still not sufh- 
ciently absolute,” according to Hans Mayer, ought consistently to be aban- 
doned; but that will happen only when Sartre “no longer wants to write 
or simply stops writing,”4* something to which Sartre “fortunately never 
committed himself. Mayer is right. It does not help to replace a substitute 
religion by another substitute religion. But—in view of the fact that he 
is no longer writing—might it not be appropriate to replace the substitute 
religion by a genuine (but certainly not bourgeois) religion? Can this pos- 
sibility be a priori excluded in our postbourgeois age? 


7. The either-or 


In sum, it must have become clear in this second lecture that we are not 


concerned merely with an open question, like that which emerged from 
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the discussion of medical data in the first lecture, but—as is now evident 
from our exposition of the views of modern philosophers—with a great 
alternative. A great Either-Or: fundamental options in regard to man and 
the world, which must be realized in a humanly responsible way. In con- 
clusion, these fundamental options may once more be set out brieflv in 
propositional form: the one with Brecht’s didactic poem “Against Seduc- 
tion” and the other (to be substantiated in more detail later) in a respect- 
ful inversion of the Brechtian text. Here again is the translation of Bertolt 
Brecht’s Gegen Verfiihrung: 


Do not be misled! 

There is no return. 

Day goes out at the door; 

You might feel the night wind: 
There is no tomorrow. 


Do not be deceived! 

Life is very short. 

Quaff it in quick gulps! 

It will not suffice for you 
When you have to leave it. 
Do not be put off! 

You have not too much time! 
Leave decay to the redeemed! 
Life is the greatest thing: 
Nothing more remains. 

Do not be misled 

To drudgery and wasting disease! 
What fear can still touch you? 
You die like all the animals 
And nothing comes after. 


And now comes the theological inversion, carried out with minimal correc- 


tions of the Brechtian text, but without betraying the latter’s seriousness 
or dignity**: 


Do not be misled! 

There is a return. 

Day goes out at the door; 

You might feel the night wind: 
There is a tomorrow. 

Do not be deceived! 

Life is very short. 

Do not quaf it in quick gulps! 
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It will not suffice for you 


When you have to leave it. 


Do not be put off! 

You have not too much time! 
Does decay seize the redeemed? 
Life is the greatest thing: 

There is still more to come. 

Do not be misled 

To drudgery and wasting disease! 
What fear can still touch you? 
You do not die like the animals 
There is not nothing after. 


Is there nothing after? Or is there not nothing after? Substitute religion, 
even nihilism, or perhaps religion? Which is true? For the time being only 
one thing can be said: we must not shrink from further efforts in thinking. 
Theology has not a priori an easier task than that of philosophy. No seri- 
ously conceivable option will be left out. The least word going beyond si- 
lence about death must be justified. 





€ 


III. Models of belief in 
eternity in the religions 


1. The great perhaps 


We die “like the animals.” There can be no doubt about that. But what 
remains as an open question is: “Where does dying bring us? Into a noth- 
ingness or into an absolutely final reality?” Sartre’s likewise atheistic con- 
temporary Ernst Bloch expressed himself much more cautiously on this 
question. For Bloch death was the absolute non-Utopia, raising questions 
which no philosophical speculation can casually “settle” and which from 
time immemorial have been regarded as belonging to the field of religion. 

Bloch was no less aware than the existential philosophers of the urgency 
and the unresolved state of the question of death, of the connection be- 
tween the question of meaning and the question of death, and also of how 
very much religions have drawn their strength from the problem of death 
in all its ambivalence as potential for depression and hope. “It is not mir- 
acle, but death that is faith’s ‘dearest child, ” he said in 1964 in a dis- 
cussion with Theodor W. Adorno}; in regard to Christianity, now become 
historical, he says: “In competition with other prophets of immortality and 
enduring life, Christianity was victorious as a result of Christ’s call: ‘I am 
the resurrection and the life,’ not because of the call of the Sermon on the 
Mount. . . . In the first century after Golgotha, the resurrection was re- 
lated wholly personally to Golgotha, in the sense that a person was bap- 
tized into the death of Christ and was thus understood to experience the 
resurrection with Christ, since Christ was the first of those who were re- 
deemed from death. At that time it was a question of a passion of despair 
which is completely unintelligible to us today and is in glaring contrast 
with our indifference. But there is nothing to protect us against the out- 
break again in fifty ora hundred years—perhaps even in five years—of such 
a neurosis or psychosis of fear of death of a metaphysical character, raising 
H question: What is the point of all the struggle of our existence, if we 

ie utterly, go down into the grave and at the end h 


to show for it?”2 ave not the least thing 

Bloch then is aware of the existential urgency—kept alive by the reli- 
gions—of the question of death and survival, a question to Rn tradi- 
tional Marxist answers are not adequate. The Marxist manner of Searing 
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of “being enshrined in the heart of the working class” seems to him an 
attempt to deprive the original question of its force: “The most funda- 
mental question—and here the term ‘existential’ is really appropriate—is 
this: What happens about my dying, my intensity, my experiences? Not 
in the sense of individualism, but of possible experience. Who experiences 
immortality in the continuance of the achievement or of the workers’ 
movement or of some other movement of the past which gripped the 
masses of the people or dominated whole periods of time? Who experi- 
ences this sort of continuance, my children or my children’s children? ‘The 
children will have it better than we did.’ Such answers are nothing but 
feeble excuses. Not that I am concerned about myself as an individual: 
that would still be a private capitalistic attitude. But we ourselves should 
live on and we want to be present at what is still to come. This is an im- 
portant motive. The whole house of humanity must be there, light shining 
through all the windows; it is not a question only of the ladies and gentle- 
men who happen to be on earth in the great year of eschatological happi- 
ness. What effrontery that would be in our regard and how badly we would 
be treated, we and all those who had—like us—the misfortune to be born 
a generation too early. Why should we be deprived of the happiness of 
the eschaton and of being present then? True, there seems to be no scien- 
tific ground for all this, but there are powerful emotional, human motives. 
But the scientific character of the answer is not a priori excluded, simply 
because our interest is so much involved in these questions or may perhaps 
be even more involved than it is today.”* 

Bloch’s definitive answer to this urgent question of what awaits us at- 
tempts to maintain a delicate balance between the affirmation of the po- 
tential significance of this question and the negation of a positive and 
certain determination. Does that exist for which human beings are yearn- 
ing, this survival, this being there afterward? Bloch’s answer is to be found 
in Prinzip Hoffnung—before the long chapter on death, “Ourselves and a 
Grave Candle or Images of Hope Against the Power of the Absolute Non- 
Utopia. Death”—in the words of the dying Rabelais: Je men vais chercher 
un grand peut-être. Later too Bloch constantly falls back on this great 
perhaps”: “What is not yet simply cannot yet be proved at all or envisaged. 
Yet the direction remains the same: this must be grasped with the peculiar, 
completely scientific degree of reality of the possible, of the grand peut- 
étre. . . . ‘I am on my way to look for the great perhaps,’ were the last 
words of the dying Rabelais. . . . We cannot say—hence le grand peut- 
étre—we simply cannot say that this sphere does not exist, merely because 
we know nothing about it. We can only say, non liquet, that the material 
is not sufficient to enable us to say that it exists. Neither is the material 
sufficient to enable us to say conclusively that it does not exist. For we 
have no experience of anything of this kind. Before us lies an open space 
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where categories or methods other than those of scientific knowledge 
apply.” 

Is there then this survival, this being present afterward, for which hu- 
man beings have longed—literally—from the earliest times? What we illus- 
trated in the first lecture from medicine and in the second from philosophy 
must now be illustrated in the third lecture from a new aspect: in the 
light of the comparative study of religions. 

In any manual on the history of religion, we can read that the begin- 
nings of religion were connected with the problem of coping with death 
and in this connection had also to do with ideas of souls, spirits, gods, 
God. . . . But the clarification of the question of the origins of religion 
has proved in the history of the study of the history of religion to be highly 
complicated. Where does religion come from? What are its sources, its 
later phases? 


2. Religion at the origin of humanity 


If a person wants to investigate the origins and the stages in the course 
of something, he will normally work with some kind of theory of evolution. 
And this brings us at once to the sore point particularly in matters of 
the “origin of religion.” It was Charles Darwin who helped evolution- 
ary thinking to a breakthrough in an epoch-making fashion, not only in 
biology and the natural sciences but also in ethnology, history of religion 
and religious studies as a whole. The theological scheme of interpre- 
tation prevailing up to that time, of a beginning on the heights, of a 
pure monotheism and a paradisiac state of human perfection and immor- 
tality, which worsened increasingly in the course of history (fall theory, 
degeneration theory), was gradually replaced by a scientifically oriented 
schema of a beginning in the depths: a primitive human original state 
of mortality, characterized by an elemental belief in “powers” or spirits, 
which developed only slowly into purer, higher forms of belief (theory of 
evolution). 
| Admittedly, the idea of evolution as such was not new. After initiatives 
in Greek antiquity (in the work of Empedocles and Lucretius), it became 
acclimatized—especially from the time of Leibniz onward—in both Ger- 
man idealism and French Positivism. Hegel and Comte especially had pre- 
pared the way for it in their philosophy of history. The phil h d 
sociologist Herbert Spe in’ ; 4 pagsopner an 
: 5 pencer, Darwin’s English contemporary and the lead- 
ing philosophical advocate of evolutionism in the ninetee th t had 
proclaimed, even before Darwin, development from 1 en uiy; 
as the basic law of all reali : ower to higher grades 
oh Spee En i ae and made it the foundation of his System 
y phy.” On the ethnological plane the theory of evolu- 
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tion was established by E. B. Tylor, specialist in cultural anthropology and 
first professor of the subject at Oxford.® Religion, too, it was claimed, had 
developed straightforwardly from the Stone Age to the present time, uni- 
formly throughout the same phases in small steps from lower to higher 
forms—naturally, at a different pace in different areas. Thus all that needed 
to be done was to investigate the religion of the “primitive” nature peoples 
and its survivals in later religions, and the earliest religion would have been 
discovered. 

From Tylor onward, it was assumed that animism represents the first 
stage—or, better, merely the threshold—of religion: a belief, existing in a 
pure or hybrid form, in anthropomorphically conceived “souls” or—later— 
“spirits” (Latin animi, independently existing souls); in other words a be- 
lief that all nature is ensouled. Belief in souls or spirits—it was claimed, 
consistently with the idea of evolution—was followed at the next higher 
stage by polytheistic belief in gods, which eventually culminated in mono- 
theistic belief in one God. 

According to this scheme, then, the life of the nature peoples cannot 
be imagined as anything but primitive: gloomy, even—according to some— 
almost without speech (communication taking place only by gestures and 
grunts), a prelogical stage. Consequently any cult at the level of animism 
(or totemism) can be no more than magic (or sorcery), taking the form 
of actions and especially words that are as it were automatically effective 
and are supposed to coerce the forces of nature. It was thought that in- 
creasing awareness of the ineffectiveness of magic—especially in the face 
of death—led to belief in spirits and gods and so to religion, in order 
to appease the forces of nature. And eventually, very much later, as a result 
of further corrections of attitudes, rational, scientific thinking—science— 
emerged. The well-known triadic scheme of world history associated with 
Hegel and Comte is now turned into an evolutionary scheme of the history 
of religion, supported particularly by the British ethnologist and investiga- 
tor of religion James George Frazer with an enormous amount of factual 
material: the three stages of magic, religion and science’; a scheme that 
Frazer later applied to belief in immortality.* Plausible as this scheme of 
interpretation may seem, we must nevertheless test its tenableness in the 
light of the conclusions of present-day research. 

What was questioned subsequently was not so much the extensive fac- 
tual material as such, but the incorporation of this very heterogeneous ma- 
terial into a ready-made scheme: the evolutionary scheme of magic- 
religion-science. Certainly no serious scholar today disputes the evidence 
of evolution in the history of religion; even religions have evolved. But 
what is seriously disputed today is a systematic evolutionism in the history 
of religion. For it has now been established empirically that the religions 
have developed wholly and entirely in an unsystematic diversity. 
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In regard to the postulated primitive phase of religion, this means: 
Certainly both magic and also belief in souls and spirits played a promi- 
nent part in many religions; 
certainly some venerated ancestors were later worshiped as divine beings, 
certainly in many cases the worship of a totem animal passed over into 
worship of gods. 

But the claim that preanimism or animism or totemism was everywhere 
the original form of religion is a dogmatic postulate, not an empirically 
proved fact. For what have by no means been historically proved are the 
assumptions behind the evolutionary scheme: 
that religion ever developed uniformly; 
that any particular religion passed through those different phases; 
that religion generally developed out of magic, ideas of holiness from ta- 
boo, belief in spirits from belief in souls, belief in gods from belief in spir- 
its, belief in God from belief in gods. 

What is presumed to be the most primitive stage—belief in souls or 
spirits—is not by any means found in all nature peoples and particularly 
not in the supposedly oldest cultures. In the light of ethnology, history 
of religion and developmental psychology, animistic ideas are not a priori 
original but frequently later, derived phenomena. From this very fact it 
becomes clear why hitherto the assumed sequence of the different phases 
could not be proved in the case of any single religion. The fact simply 
cannot be overlooked that the individual phenomena and phases interpene- 
trate. Instead of talking about phases or epochs, therefore, scholars today 
prefer to speak of strata and structures, which in principle can be found 
in all phases or epochs. 

As early as 1912, one of the founders of modern sociology, Emile Durk- 
heim, with an eye particularly on certain primitive Australian peoples, 
objected to the picture presented at that time of primitive religion as an 
el superstition, These primitive religions too had 
but in scales SAT Eier en ak cue actin aidivine power 

i , the symbol or emblem of which is the totem 


( = “kinship,” kinship with the animal, later also with a plant or a natural 
phenomenon). 


The evolutionary scheme, however, was directly questioned from top to 
bottom, first by the Scots writer Andrew Lang’? and then by Wilhelm 
Schmidt. The latter attempted in his enormous twelve-volume work on 
the ae of the idea of God" to prove the thesis that not preanimism 

“eC possible to prove the existence of primiti ; o 
pened na hah ga pte ee a 
he a itd ne a heaven), although the latter—oddly enough— 

ad little or no place in worship and apparently functioned merely 
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as “Originator” to provide answers to the questions about the source of 
things. These high gods might have been something primary and not de- 
rived from lower grades. In other words, instead of a development from 
the lower to the higher, the reverse development from the higher to the 
lower. 

But however much these studies have shaken the evolutionary scheme, 
they have not proved the central thesis that they were meant to prove: 
that precisely this high god religion and not animism was the primordial 
religion purely and simply. Moreover, the theological interest behind the 
“antievolutionary” scheme was all too obvious. It was thought that the 
thesis of primitive monotheism had demonstrated historically a “primitive 
revelation” as a fact, an assumption that was bound to be an obstacle to 
scholarly discussion. After the truly admirable research work of so many 
generations of historians of religion, it is possible today to note a widely 
prevailing consensus: 


e Systems do not capture history. Neither the theory of degeneration from 
a lofty monotheistic beginning nor the evolutionary theory of a lower 
animistic (or preanimistic) beginning can be historically proved. Both 
are essentially ready-made patterns of interpretation, the former in the 
guise of a theologically inspired natural science and the latter in the 
guise of a rationalistic natural science. 

e Hitherto the primordial religion has not only not been found. Scientifi- 
cally it simply cannot be found at all. The sources necessary for a his- 
torical explanation are simply not available. Contemporary nature 
peoples are not by any means purely and simply identical with the 
“primitive peoples”; like civilized peoples, they have a long, albeit un- 
written, history behind them. 

o Nevertheless, the religion of prehistoric man is not unknown to us. 
Hitherto at any rate in the whole long history of mankind no people 
or tribe has been found without any traces of religion. 


3. Religion of Stone Age man 


It is now generally agreed that even the man of the Old Stone Age, Paleo- 
lithic man—a hunter, fisher and gatherer, perhaps over a million years— 
had a “religion.” But, because of the scarcity and “impenetrability” of the 
“documents” (mainly bones, tools, pigments, grave relics, cave drawings), 
it is extraordinarily difficult to determine more closely the life of prehis- 
toric man in general and his religion in particular. 

In his book already quoted, Death and Eternal Life,? in which he de- 
mands a “global” (I would say “ecumenical” ) theology of death covering 
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also the world religions, the English philosopher and theologian John Hick 
follows James George Frazer in stressing the fact that all primitive races 
have believed in some kind of survival of the individual after death.!? But 
these people did not regard death as a natural happening resulting from 
the conditions of life or as a kind of divine intervention, but more par- 
ticularly as “due to the magical action of an enemy.”* For death, mostly 
experienced in a violent form (the average life-span of prehistoric man 
amounted possibly to no more than eighteen years), seemed to these peo- 
ples scarcely explicable as a natural event, but was bound to be regarded 
as an effect magically produced by some enemy. Moreover, life after death 
seemed to these primitives more like a “ghostly survival” than an “eternal 
life” or even “immortality.”!° Hick thinks that there was an actual but 
not religious belief in immortality: “The early belief in an after-life does 
not seem to have reflected human hopes or fears but rather to have been 
the product of an inability to think of vividly remembered persons as non- 
existent, perhaps reinforced by dreams of the departed together with a 
vague association of their state with the grave and hence with a dark region 
beneath the earth.” 

In this description of primitive ideas there is undoubtedly a great deal 
that is correct. What seems questionable to me, however, is the separation 
of actual and religious belief in immortality, which relies too much on 
the evolutionary scheme (magic, religion, science) of Frazer, whom Hick 
also quotes.!? Undoubtedly there are vast differences between the men- 
tality of modern man and that of earliest man. Nevertheless, as the Ger- 
man paleontologist Karl Narr insists, we must be careful to avoid the “idea 
of a specifically ‘primitive thinking’ qualitatively and radically different 
from our own, which is supposed to be of an essentially magical and ‘pre- 
logical’ nature.”18 Why should the “ghostly” form of survival after death 
have had only a magical and not—at any rate in the widest sense—a reli- 
gious significance? Why should belief in an afterlife have had nothing to 
do with ‘human hopes or fears,” nothing to do with “divine” beings or 
powers? Magic and religion must be distinguished also with reference to 
en in imm > ah i is no consensus about their concep- 
logically, and een) it ame fobs sandai GO 2, 
religious” significance of the burial ste aa oia magio? 

Admittedly, our information about the o 
Paleolithic Age)—that is, the time more or less of Heidelberg man (the 
a sin 7 Germany)—is extremely. limited. Hitherto no graves 
ha ens yee ism en ei be ta 
: Det all, would be on the earth’s surface or in 
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from the Stone Age Mousterian culture, 70,000-50,000 3.c.—the appear- 
ance of Neanderthal man—it is possible to speak with certainty of burials 
properly so called. Neanderthal man already believed in a continuance of 
life after death. Alfred Rust, the paleontologist, who has been occupied 
for manv decades with the primordial religious behavior and sacrificial us- 
ages of Stone Age Homo sapiens (especially in connection with excavations 
in the Hamburg area!®), explains in his description of the ice-age cultures: 
“We know of some dozens of graves of Neanderthal human beings. The 
deceased were interred piously, with their bodies entire, up to a point as 
individuals or as couples in a sleeping posture, often in small stone cham- 
bers or protected under cover of stone slabs. The dead were sent on their 
journey to the eternal hunting grounds, into a realm where a divinity per- 
haps had its residence, with stone tools, probably also with arms made 
from organic material and pieces of game as provision for the journey.”?° 

Mircea Eliade, the American authority on the comparative study of re- 
ligions, summarizing the conclusions of prehistoric research, with reference 
to the time of Neanderthal man, also brings out the fact that “belief 
in a survival after death seems to be demonstrated, from the earliest times, 
by the use of red ocher as a ritual substitute for blood, hence as a symbol 
of life. The custom of dusting corpses with ocher is universally dissemi- 
nated in both time and space, from Choukoutien to the western shores 
of Europe, in Africa as far as the Cape of Good Hope, in Australia, in 
Tasmania, in America as far as Tierra del Fuego. . . . A fortiori, belief 
in survival is confirmed by burials; otherwise there could be no understand- 
ing the effort expended in interring the body. This survival could be purely 
spiritual, that is, conceived as a postexistence of the soul, a belief corrobo- 
rated by the appearance of the dead in dreams. But certain burials can 
equally well be interpreted as a precaution against the possible return of 
the deceased; in these cases the corpses were bent and perhaps tied. On 
the other hand, nothing makes it impossible that the bent position of 
the dead body, far from expressing fear of ‘living corpses’ (a fear docu- 
mented among certain peoples), on the contrary signifies the hope of a 
rebirth; for we know of a number of cases of intentional burial in the 
fetal position.”?! : 

Eliade then does not hesitate to assert that “the burials confirm the be- 
lief in survival (already indicated by the use of red ocher) and furnish 
some additional details: burials oriented toward the East, showing an in- 
tention to connect the fate of the soul with the course of the sun, hence 
the hope of a rebirth, that is, of a postexistence in another world; belief 
in the continuance of a specific activity; certain funeral rites, indicated 
by offerings of objects of personal adornment and by the remains ev 
meals.”22 As always, it must be maintained that “Homo faber was at the 


5 ser an 
same time Homo ludens, sapiens, and religiosus. 
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It must largely be recognized today that the famous masterpieces of caye 
painting, produced by artists of later Paleolithic times, also have a reli- 
gious character, even though their exact function (initiation rites? sacri- 
fice?) cannot be established with certainty. André Leroi-Gourhan (after 
the grand old man Abbé Breuil, certainly the greatest expert in this field), 
who together with P. Hours and M. Brezillon has investigated, photo- 
graphed and tried to decipher all the caves and shelters of this kind in 
France and Spain, speaks in his great work on prehistoric art forthrightly 
of “palaeolithic sanctuaries.”*4 He sees the meaning of these cave paint- 
ings in the description of the order of the living world, or, more precisely: 
“Without overly forcing the evidence, we can view the whole of Paleolithic 
figurative art as the expression of ideas concerning the natural and the 
supranatural organization of the living world (the two might have been 
one in Paleolithic thought). Can we go further? It is possible that the 
truth corresponds to this frame of reference, which is still much too broad. 
To gain a dynamic understanding of the cave representations, we would 
still have to integrate into this framework the symbolism of the spear and 
the wound. Taken as symbols of sexual union and death, the spear and 
the wound would then be integrated into a cycle of life’s renewal, the 
actors in which would form two parallel and complementary series: 
man / horse / spear and woman / bison / wound.”25 

From all this it is evident that religion and belief in immortality have 
existed always and everywhere. Both are universally present historically and 
geographically. In fact, in the study of the history of religion, there has 
been what amounts to a reversal of the statement of the problem. The 
great British ethnologist Bronislaw Malinowski was at first under the in- 
fluence of J. G. Frazer but, after several years of field studies in New 
Guinea and Melanesia, became critical of historical speculations and re- 
placed the evolutionary scheme by his theory of functionalism, which at- 
tempted to analyze social institutions as correlated to certain basic human 
needs. He writes: ‘Tylor had still to refute the fallacy that there are primi- 
na peoples without religion. Today we are somewhat perplexed by the 
ae that toa savage all is religion, that he perpetually lives in a world 

mysticism and ritualism. If religion is coextensive with ‘life’ and with 


‘death’ into the bargain, if it arises from all ‘collective’ acts and from all 
crises in the individual s existence,’ if it comprises all savage ‘theory’ and 
covers all his ‘practical concerns’ 


i ide i —we are led to ask, not without dismay: 
e remains outside it, what is the world of the SE a primitive 
ife? 
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an everlasting, ineradicable longing of humanity? Humanity’s yearning for 
what is definitive, enduring, eternal, which, if it cannot find legitimate ex- 
pression in religion, seeks all other possible forms of expression in super- 
stition and magic—both then and now? 

But can we talk in this way of religion in general, of religion in the 
singular? Is there such a thing at all as an abstract decision for religion, 
must not a concrete decision be made for a quite definite religion? Against 
the present-day world background must we not more than ever start out 
from many and various religions? And, particularly in regard to an eternal 
life, must we not take into account the immense differences between the 
different modern religions? 

In fact, a truly ecumenical theology will have to bring out these very 
differences. And yet it is not unimportant for an ecumenical theology in 
particular not to overlook what can appropriately be called a basic con- 
sensus between the religions today: a basic consensus in the light of which 
the basic difference—especially between religions of Semitic or Indian ori- 
gin—is also immediately to be defined, then to be analyzed and differen- 
tiated. 


4. Basic consensus and basic difference today 


Despite their vast differences, the great religions are concerned about the 
same perennially young questions of the great why and wherefore, which 
lie behind what is visible and tangible and our own life-span. Perennially 
new questions which demand not merely a theoretical answer but more 
particularly a practicable way. What determines the fate of the individual 
and that of our fellow human beings? Why are we born, why do we suffer, 
why must we die? How are moral consciousness and the existence of ethi- 
cal norms to be explained? What is the origin of this world and its order? 
All religions are meant anyway to make possible—over and above an inter- 
pretation of existence and the world—a practical way: a way out of the 
misery and torment of existence to some kind of salvation. The common 
features, which can be abundantly documented from the history of reli- 
gion, might be very briefly formulated as follows”? : re 

1. Not only Christianity but also the other world religions. are aware 
of man’s alienation, corruptibility, need of redemption. In what sense? 
In the sense that they all know in some form about man’s ignorance, lone- 
liness, transitoriness, depravity, unfreedom, they know of his abysmal fear 
and anxiety, his cupiditv, self-centeredness, his roles and masks; À 
in the sense that they are troubled about the unspeakable suffering, the 
misery of this broken world, the meaning and meaninglessness of death; 
in the sense that they consequently await a new freedom and long for 
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an enlightenment, transformation, knowledge, rebirth, liberation, redemp- 
tion of man and his world. 

2. Not only Christianity but also the other world religions are concerned 
with an unconditional, ultimate, absolute—or whatever it may be called. 
In what sense? 

In the sense that they know that reality properly so called—however close 
—is remote and concealed, that ultimate reality is not a priori accessible, 
but that it must itself provide closeness, presence, enlightenment, revela- 
tion, removal of suffering; 

in the sense that they tell man of his need of purification, enlightenment, 
liberation, redemption, that fulfillment is attained only by exhaustion, life 
only by dying. 

3. Not only Christianity but also the other great world religions rightly 
listen to the call of their “prophets.” In what sense? 

In the sense that they gain inspiration, courage and strength through their 
great figures—whether called or enlightened—who are models in knowl- 
edge and conduct; 

in the sense that these great personalities, called or enlightened, made a 
decisive, epoch-making contribution to the breakthrough, the revitalizing 
and renewal of the traditional religion, to a reorientation to greater truth 
and deeper knowledge, to right belief, conduct, aspiration and living. 

In regard to the question of man’s present and final state—adapted 
concretely to our formulation of the question—a basic consensus could be 
established, not perhaps among all the nature religions, but certainly 
among most of the higher, ethical religions. Against the background of 


what has been developed above, a basic consensus in regard to the present 
and final state might be outlined in two statements: 


e The great religions are agreed that man as he normally lives is not really 
living, is not free, not identical with himself, that consequently man’s 
present status is unsatisfying, sorrowful, unhappy. Why? Because man 
must live separated and alienated from that hidden, absolutely final real- 
ity which is his true homeland, constitutes his real freedom, signifies 
his real identity and is known in a variety of forms as the indisposable, 
unconditioned, inexpressible, absolute divinity, God. 

e The great religions are agreed that man’s final state will be such that 
separation and alienation from this true reality will be overcome. How? 
By man’s giving up his wrongly understood autonomy and his illusion 
of self-disposability—in brief, his multifariously effective will to self- 


ns permitting himself to be enlightened, transformed, re- 
orn, redeemed—which admittedly can be attained only by passing 
through death. Yaa 


In the context of this basic consensus admittedly the basic difference im- 
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mediately becomes clear when we begin to speak concretely and to concen- 
trate on specific religions. Since it is impossible here to deal with all the 
great religions, we may compare—for example—the Christian position with 
what undoubtedly represents the extreme opposite position: with Bud- 
dhism, which showed its great strength in the course of centuries on its 
triumphant progress from India, in the north (China, Korea, Japan, with 
Mahayana Buddhism) and in the south (Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, 
Laos, Cambodia, with Theravada Buddhism); which, contrary to all the 
expectations of Christian missionaries hitherto, has survived even in an 
increasingly secularized world; which indeed thus proved, not only its 
adaptability to sociological development in the East, but also its continual 
fascination for Western intellectuals (we need only recall Schopenhauer, 
Richard Wagner, Heidegger, Whitehead). 

What Christians believe or have believed, when speaking of the final 
state, is familiar to us. They speak of “heaven” and of the way by which 
“we get to heaven.” Buddhism on the other hand is very often regarded 
not only as atheistic but even as nihilistic. People point readily to the term 
“nirvana,” by which Buddhists describe the final state of the world and 
man. But what does “nirvana” mean? It means (from the Sanskrit root 
va = “blow out”) being “blown away,” “extinguished,” into an endless 
repose, without desire, without consciousness, without suffering—as a can- 
dle is extinguished or a drop of water is absorbed in the sea. This is the 
basic idea of Buddhism, expressed from the outset in Buddha’s “four noble 
truths.” Anyone who has conquered his craving for life and gained enlight- 
enment, thus reaching the “extinguishing” of desire and his own self- 
repose, may experience nirvana—albeit incompletely—in his lifetime. But 
anyone who has not conquered his selfish craving for life in his lifetime 
condemns himself to rebirth (reincarnation) after death. Only a person 
who dies in a state of enlightenment is finally relieved of the necessity 
of rebirth. He enters into perfect nirvana. 

If we set out the two positions—the Christian and the Buddhist—in 
their extreme forms, it is possible to work out a basic difference which 
may be regarded as typical, not only for Christianity and Buddhism, but 
largely for the religions of Semitic origin—that is, the Jewish-Christian- 
Islamic tradition—and the religions of Indian origin—that is, the Hindu- 
Buddhist tradition. This basic difference in regard to the final state can 
be described under the following somewhat systematic headings, which 


however are meant to reproduce the predominant trends: 
e The Jewish-Christian-Islamic tradition sees the world (and this life) in 


principle positively, as God’s good creation, SO that man’s salvation oc- 
curs in this world. The Hindu-Buddhist tradition sees the world (and 
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this life) mainly negatively, as illusion, appearance, maya, so that man’s 
salvation is from this world. 

e The Jewish-Christian-Islamic tradition (stressing the active way of tight. 
eousness and love) knows of only a single life of man, in which every- 
thing is decided for eternity. The Hindu-Buddhist tradition on the other 
hand (preferring the mystical way in absorption and enlightenment) 
knows of several lives, in which man can continually be purified and 
perfected. 

e The Jewish-Christian-Islamic tradition sees the final state of man and 
the world in principle as being and fullness (mostly understood person- 
ally); on the other hand the Buddhist tradition especially sees it as non- 
being and void (mostly understood impersonally ). 


This basic difference seems to put in question the whole reality of the 
basic consensus apparently established. Does it leave any common feature 
at all, is there any point in discussing what the two traditions have in 
common? 

The systematic exposition of these contrary tendencies in their extreme 
form should have rendered our perception of the problem more acute. As 
far as possible within the scope of the present work, we must now analyze 
and differentiate more closely: for these religions—whether of Semitic or 
Indian origin—are really much more complex, more full of tensions, than 
they might seem in the above contrasts. At the same time, in this context, 
I am leaving aside anything by way of criticism that might rightly be in- 
troduced into the discussion of these religions: that in all the world re- 
ligions (as indeed in Christianity) there are divergent and even truly 
contradictory doctrines and practices; that in addition to theoretical re- 
flection and discussion there is often a very different spiritual experience 
and practice, in addition to the speculative (often very abstract and im- 
personal) theoretical structures the popular (often very personally ori- 
ented) practice of belief; that in addition to lofty and sublime philosophy, 
asceticism, spirituality, there are also concealed or crudely obvious belief 
in idols, coarse sensuality and mental superficiality, What I am concerned 
ne wid Ge coe ee models of belief in eternity 
of belief between which—as it seems t En an N En 

o me—despite all the diversity of 


ome clear that, in the process 


= tely final reality, problems ap- 
pear on different levels. How is this ulti i ber 4 
the final state of man and the world? ieee robe Feonceived| a5 
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5. Final state as being or as not-being? 


a. If we are to make the necessary distinctions, the fact must be brought 
out that in Buddhism itself there are two very different interpretations 
of the final states: 

In the first place there is the early southern Buddhism of the “Lesser 
Vehicle” (Hinayana) with its strongly dualistic way of thinking, which 
is closer to the historical Buddha and known by its own supporters as 
Theravada (“doctrine of the elders”). For this Buddhism the absolutely 
final reality is radically separated from the world. “Nirvana” here is the 
diametrical opposite of “samsara,” the life of suffering in the empirical 
world. It is primarily negatively qualified: as an indescribable, unknow- 
able, immutable state of abolition of all suffering. But even here the nega- 
tive concept has also a positive content and means the state of supreme 
bliss. 

In addition however, in the early post-Christian centuries, another, non- 
dualistic Buddhism developed: the northern “Mahayana” Buddhism of the 
“Greater Vehicle.” Here the Absolute was wholly identified with the world. 
“Nirvana” and “samsara” are merely different aspects of one and the same 
reality, the individual and secular are merely appearance, sham, illusion. 
But at this very point nirvana is also positively understood as the absolutely 
final reality, not known, not possessed already, but still concealed, as long 
as complete knowledge through enlightenment has not yet dawned. 

It has thus become clear that nirvana is not understood wholly nega- 
tively, whether dualistically or nondualistically, in either of the two great 
Buddhist schools, as nothingness purely and simply. In Theravada Bud- 
dhism and particularly in Mahayana Buddhism its adherents are positively 
convinced of this. One of the best Western experts on Buddhism, Edward 
Conze, puts it in this way: “that Nirvana is permanent, stable, imperish- 
able, immovable, ageless, deathless, unborn and unbecome, that it is 
power, bliss and happiness, the secure refuge, the shelter and the place 
of unassailable safety; that it is the real Truth and the supreme Reality; 
that it is the Good, the supreme goal and the one and only consummation 
of our life, the eternal, hidden and incomprehensible Peace.”*® 

b. Certain common features with Christianity stand out here. At the 
same time it must always be noted that many terms in the East have a 
different meaning from what they have in the West, rere lie aot 
being,” “not-self,” “nonego,” “nothingness,” “void, silence, ; o l pns 
in the East by any means as negative as they do in the West, N Sy 
on the part of Buddhist philosophers, especially in the Japanese a 
school of Kitaro Nishida, it is particularly stressed that the term “a 
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lute”—understood as “absolute nothingness” (Japanese mattaku mu) _like 
the Indian “void” (Sanskrit sünyatä), is not to be understood nihilistically 
or atheistically. By analogy with the Christian knowledge of God by the 
negative way (via negativa), as we find it in the work of Pseudo-Dionysius, 
Meister Eckhart, Nicholas of Cusa and others, it is clear that for Buddhists 
too the Absolute is not definable, verifiable, perceptible. 

In view of the acceptance of Buddhist philosophy in the West, might 
there not be an opportunity here to raise further questions? If Absolute 
Nothingness (nirvana as absolute mu) is understood in Buddhism (for 
example, by Abe Masao) as “absolute negation”—that is, “negation of ne- 
gation”—and therefore as “absolute affirmation,” why then continue to de- 
scribe absolute affirmation unconditionally as “nothingness” if in fact it 
is not nothing? Perhaps, with all respect for the concerns of Buddhism 
and of a negative theology, it would be less misleading to say that the 
Absolute is (at least) also Absolute Being or Being itself—and in this sense 
beyond being or nonbeing. Or is it perhaps attachment to the Indian tradi- 
tion—to which Hajime Nakamura refers—that is the reason for persisting 
in the use of a negative language, although nirvana and the Absolute, 
by their very nature, cannot have the purely negative sense of extinction, 
but must have a supremely positive meaning: the real truth, supreme 
reality, ineffable bliss and sole fulfillment of our life?2° 

It would then be possible not only for Christians to learn from Bud- 
dhism, but also—in the spirit of mutual challenge—for Buddhists to learn 
from Christians. If nirvana is understood in Buddhism as real truth and 
supreme reality, as final happiness, as supreme end, the sole fulfillment 
of our life, as eternal hidden and incomprehensible peace, it can be seen 
why the Buddha—who represents the personal embodiment of nirvana— 
is the object of all religious feelings. And it also becomes clear why in 
the influential Amithaba Buddhism—in Japan as Amida Buddhism the 
most widespread form of Buddhism—nirvana is described even as a para- 
dise of personal bliss, as the “Pure Land” into which we enter not by our 
ble ae early Buddhism, but—in a way similar to that of Chris- 

ianity—by trust in the promise and power of Buddha, the Buddha of light 
and mercy (“Amida”). To sum up: 
e In Buddhism too there is an awaren 


Absolute. And in Buddhism too there is a tension between a mainly 


negative and a mainly positive language, b : 
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A single or several lives? G 
Mutual enrichment does not exclude but—as already indicated—includes 
mutual criticism. Whatever convergence is reached between the positions 
differences which need to be discussed will continually arise. This becomes 
clear immediately when we raise the ancient and continually new question 
of whether an eternal life or several lives await man after death. 


6. A single or several lives? 


Christian theologians generally scarcely take this question seriously. To 
them the idea of living more than once, of reincarnation (reembodiment, 
rebirth) or migration of souls (metempsychosis, transmigration), seems 
mostly bizarre and ludicrous, superstition purely and simply. At the same 
time, however, they ignore two factors that can be found everywhere in 
the history of religion®?: 

1. A large part of humanity has believed for thousands of years in rein- 
carnation or rebirth. There is a widespread persuasion that all forms of 
sense life are radically connected and that this goes on in cycles of coming 
to be and passing away, of dying and coming to new life, without any 
possibility of establishing a beginning or perhaps even an end of the whole 
process. Why then should not a human being also be born again as an- 
other human being or even as an animal or as a god? Not only do the 
many nature peoples believe this, their belief being connected with the 
animism or totemism mentioned earlier, but this belief is held especially 
by those hundreds of millions of human beings belonging to the religions 
of Indian origin: Hindus, Buddhists, Jains, etc. For from the time of the 
Upanishads (about 800 2.c.?) this teaching—presumably taken over by the 
Indo-Aryans from the pre-Aryan population—has been the firm belief of 
these religions. An Indian influence on the early Greek thinkers in Greece 
and Asia Minor has not in fact been proved but is quite possible. It is 
certain that not only the Orphics, Pythagoras and Empedocles but also 
Plato, Plotinus and the Neo-Platonics (likewise Roman poets such as Vir- 
gil in his Aeneid) held this belief, which led to its influence on both Chris- 
tian Gnosticism and Manichaeism up to the medieval sects (such as the 
Cathari). th 

2. In Europe and America also today there are large numbers— 7 
must be very numerous indeed if we take notice of the many editions an 
wide circulation of books on the subject—who find the doctrine of E 
nation quite convincing in religious terms. Among them = He m , 
not only all possible groups of spiritists and spiritualists, but also E 
(of Helena Petrovna Blavatsky and Annie Besant) with its many bell > 
in new revelations and at the present time particularly the OP RA 
Rudolf Steiner's anthropology. These groups m particular regard as thet 
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leading authorities important thinkers of German classicism and romanti- 
cism. Poets and philosophers such as Kant, Lessing, Lichtenberg, Lavater, 
Herder, Goethe and Schopenhauer have held the doctrine of reincarnation 
at least for a short time. Even such a critical mind as Lessing, who set 
in motion the historicocritical “quest of the historical Jesus” with the sen- 
sational fragments of Reimarus on Jesus and his resurrection, could write 
in his Education of the Human Race: “Why should I not return as often 
as I am sent, to acquire new knowledge and new skills? Do I take away 
so much at one go that it is not worth the effort to come again? .. , 
The recollection of my former states would only permit me to make a 
bad use of the present. And have I forgotten forever what I must forget 
for now?”33 

We need not and cannot go into detail here about all the different 
forms, ramifications and special developments of the idea of reincarnation: 
the more we consider their concrete and often contradictory substantia- 
tions and explications, the more of course we perceive also their inherent 
difficulties. Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that it has retained its per- 
suasive power and its orientation value for many undoubtedly very religious 
people. The contrast however to the genuinely Christian position, as laid 
down in the New Testament, appears to be particularly sharp and insur- 
mountable in regard to this very question. The other pairs of opposites 
which we used to outline the basic differences between the religions— 
positive-negative, being-nonbeing, fullness-void, active-passive—seem today 
to be open to a dialectical reconciliation: that is, they can be integrated 
into a deepened understanding of the religions among themselves and are 
thus no longer exclusive or irreconcilable. But with the opposition between 
a single life and several lives any intellectual reconciliation seems impossi- 
ble and a decision inescapable. 

Here then in the first place the main arguments for and against reincar- 
nation will be put forward, while we remain clearly aware however that 
they are considerably modified in the light of the particular standpoint 
TONN E eae whether from the standpoint of an Hin- 
any kind of ae an ne = N aa chia Buddhist who pe 
tionally attached. Catholic, ee Pee senator a denomine 

, stant or Orthodox Christian or (as occa- 


sionally happen in history) by a Jew or Muslim. But, as always, for many 
popl phe octrine of reincarnation answers questions for which they can- 
not find an answer elsewhere; for some then it fills a mental-religious vac- 
uum. What are the arguments for and against? 
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4. Arguments for and against reincarnation 


There is no doubt that behind the doctrine of reincarnation there lies es- 
pecially the religious-philosophical question about a just, moral world or- 
der, the question, that is, of justice in a world in which human lots are 
so unequally and unjustly assigned. An inspection of the arguments 
both retrospectively—looking back—and prospectively—looking forward— 
is thrust upon us. 

a. Retrospectively: A truly moral world order necessarily presupposes the 
idea of a life before the present life. For how can inequalities of opportu- 
nity among human beings, the confusing diversity of moral dispositions 
and individual lots, be satisfactorily explained, unless it is assumed that 
the person has caused his present lot in a former earthly life by his good 
or evil deeds? Otherwise I would have to ascribe everything to blind 
chance or to an unjust God, who allowed the world to become what it is 
now. Reincarnation or rebirth provides an explanation for a human be- 
ing about himself, his origin and future, and a justification of God. In 
this way the problem of theodicy would be solved. For it can now be 
explained why things go often so badly for the good (because of former 
guilt) and well for the bad (because of former good deeds). A doctrine 
of rebirth—that is—based on karma ( = “deed” or “work”), on the “work- 
ing out” of both good and evil deeds, which determines every human lot 
in the present life and in future births. Good behavior leads automatically 
to rebirth in happiness (as Brahmin, as king or in heaven), bad behavior 
to rebirth in misery (as an animal or in an admittedly noneternal hell). 

Obvious as this position seems at first sight, further questions soon be- 
gin to appear: s 

1. Gan my present lot in life really be satisfactorily explained by a 
former lot? For this earlier state would have to be explained by a still 
earlier one and would thus imply an infinite series of rebirths. In the last 
resort an infinite series explains nothing and it is also not accepted by the 
Hindus and the Jains. ; ish 

2. But, assuming that a believer in reincarnation also shared the Jewish- 
Christian-Islamic traditional view of a beginning by God's creation, ao 
is this primordial beginning to be understood if it makes a aes 3 e 
necessary and yet does not imply that the Creator is to be blame r 
this obviously unsuccessful creation? Is the problem of theodicy rea a 
solved by reincarnation? Is a recourse to the precosmic fall of pure spirits 


really of any assistance in this respect? ; 
3. If our moral dispositions are explained by rebirth, Gane not a 
into an unhistorical individualism, largely ignoring what belongs 
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quite concretely, not as a result of a postulated previous life, but comes 
to us by biological inheritance, the formation of our conscious and uncon- 
scious by the persons to whom we first relate in early childhood and even- 
tually by the whole sociological situation? 

4. If in general it must be assumed that the former life is absolutely 
forgotten, is the person’s identity then preserved and does it actually help 
me to know that I have lived before if I have wholly and entirely forgotten 
that life? 

5. Does the doctrine of reincarnation anyway not show a lack of respect 
for the mystery of the deity, which is not considered capable of a just 
and merciful assignment and judgment of fate and suffering? Is the harsh 
causality of karma to replace the love of God, embracing in justice and 
mercy both good and evil deeds? 

b. Prospectively: A truly moral world order necessarily presupposes the 
idea of a life after this life. For how is the expiatory balance of deeds 
rightly expected by so many people (for instance in regard to murderers 
and their victims) to come about, how is a human being to reach the 
development of the necessary ethical perfection in his life, unless there 
is the opportunity of a further life? Must there not be reincarnation there- 
fore both for the proper recompense of all works—good and bad—and for 
man’s moral purification? The doctrine of karma and rebirth therefore en- 
ables man to cancel the disturbance of world order by his own deeds and 
finally to escape from the eternal cycle of rebirths (samsara). Incidentally, 
is not the Christian doctrine of purgatory influenced by a similar idea 
of a second life, on which in a certain way there follows a third (“eternal 
life”), even though these “lives” are set in superterrestrial regions? 

Here too however further questions arise which cannot be ignored: 

L Does not the demand for an expiatory balance in another historical 
life overlook the seriousness of history, that lies precisely in its uniqueness 
and unrepeatability, so that whatever was once missed can never return? 

2. Are there not disturbances of the world order that can never be can- 
cece by any oe deed: guilt that can never be avenged but only for- 
Se ge 
forgotten” and does not h gut that guilt can only be “forgiven and 

not have to be fully expiated in accordance with a 
stern superhuman law? In other words, instead of the pitiless law of causal 
ity of karma, why not the God of mercy? sales 
et In Buddhism in Particular can the ancient Indian doctrine of the 

gration of souls really be convincingly link dwi ist 
doctrine of man’s soullessness? Is it NE yith the modern Buddhis 
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served without a self? Can karma—even in its philosophical interpretations 
(as karma package, formation of basic dispositions, internal character) — 
replace personal existence? 

c. But, whatever may be said in theory retrospectively or prospectively, 
it is claimed that empirical material confirms the fact of the repetition 
of earthly lives. Defenders of the doctrine of reincarnation bring forward 
a number of questions: Are there not numerous detailed reports by people 
who can remember their former lives? How can this be explained except 
by reincarnation? And, over and above all this, have not numerous inves- 
tigations by modern parapsychologists also reinforced scientifically the 
doctrine of reincarnation? By investigation of effects produced by deceased 
persons? In view of this, must not spiritualistic “experiences” with the 
spirits of the dead be freshly evaluated and taken seriously? Are there not, 
even in the Old and New Testaments, at least hints of this doctrine, as 
when the return of the prophet Elijah in the person of John the Baptist 
is mentioned, and must not therefore the condemnations of the doctrine 
by Church councils be understood and qualified against their particular 
historical background? Is Christianity really incompatible with the idea of 
reincarnation? Cannot the latter be taken out of its very different ideo- 
logical framework and integrated into a Christian context, as so many new 
doctrines have been integrated in the course of the history of the Church 
and of theology? 

Although an integration of new doctrines into the Christian tradition 
cannot be a priori excluded, there are objections which must be seriously 
considered: From the Christian standpoint we are bound to adopt a skepti- 
cal attitude toward the main assumption at least of the Hindu doctrine 
of reincarnation: that the human soul (if it is not purely and simply an 
emanation from the divinity, without any beginning) is to be understood 
as a substance independent of the body, surviving any decay of the human 
body. Nor do popular ideas occurring at the margin of the New Testament 
like that of the return of the prophet Elijah mean the rebirth of the dead 
Elijah in another body, but the return in the same body of Elijah who 
went up into heaven. All the Church Fathers—beginning with Hippolytus 
and Irenaeus in the second century (Origen too)—and likewise the later 
councils*! opposed the doctrine of reincarnation maintained by the Py- 
thagoreans and the Platonic philosophers. A : i 

The same skepticism applies also to the claim that there is a a 
also before the body, just as there is a soul after the body. The ae an 
of both the preexistence and the postexistence of a separate soul substance, 
independent of the bodily substrate, does not correspond either to of ex- 
periences or to the conclusions of modern medicine, physiology an Py 
chology, which today generally start out from man’s psychosomatie unt t 
Nor does all this on the whole correspond to the Old and New Testament, 
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where—unlike, for instance, Platonistic dualism—a comprehensive view of 
man is presented. or 

Against the biblical background then spiritualistic ideas of an astral body 
made of very fine material seem like pure superstition. In any case, despite 
the numerous accounts of events in this field, there are no scientifically 
undisputed, universally recognized facts, as John Hick too has to admit 
when he tries to establish a reconciliation between the Indian belief in 
reincarnation and the Christian belief in resurrection.3 None of the ac- 
counts—mostly coming from children or from the countries where there 
is a belief in reincarnation—of a recollection of a previous life could be 
verified, any more than the obviously legendary story, written many cen- 
turies after Buddha’s death, about his recollection of the one hundred 
thousand lives he had lived. And even if, as I explained in the very first 
lecture, by no means all phenomena with which parapsychology is occu- 
pied can be a priori dismissed as nonsense (telepathy, clairvoyance), it 
is nevertheless obvious that parapsychologists working seriously and scien- 
tifically are extremely reserved in regard to theories of reincarnation. Even 
if they believe personally in reincarnation, most of them admit that the 
experiences established by them do not provide the basis for a really con- 
vincing proof of a repetition of earthly life. And many anthroposophists 
also regard the doctrine of reincarnation less as a scientifically proved the- 
ory than as an undemonstrable belief. 

To sum up then—considering all the arguments for and against—it can- 
not in any case be said that the doctrine of reincarnation has been proved. 
In fact, despite all its attractiveness, there are quite weighty arguments 
against the idea of rebirth which are not to be ignored; it is also notable 
that educated Indians, Chinese and Japanese often show considerable skep- 
ticism in regard to the idea of reincarnation. Not only does it not solve 
many problems that it claims to solve, but it also creates a number of 
new ones. In any case, with a view to a responsible decision, it may be 
ae 3 um to the alternative solution as presented in this case 
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choice is quickly made, for others perhaps less quickly. At any rate it is 
now perhaps a little easier to understand why the idea of rebirth has re- 
tained a certain attractiveness for many people. And in this respect I have 
not yet mentioned one form of the belief that has a very special attractive- 
ness. It is the most uncanny and most modern form of the idea of rebirth: 
the eternal recurrence of the same. We must give some attention here 
to Friedrich Nietzsche’s “most abysmal idea.” It has seemed occasionally 
as if the path of the European avant-garde led philosophically from Hei- 
degger and Sartre by way of Marx and Freud to Nietzsche, into the almost 
unbearable tension between denial and affirmation. 


8. Eternal recurrence of the same 


For Nietzsche the idea of recurrence was not a product of pale theory 
but a matter of a wholly personal, terrifying experience. Nietzsche was 
so impressed by this idea that he even noted carefully the place and time 
of this experience. “The fundamental conception of this work (Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra), the idea of the eternal recurrence, this highest formula 
of affirmation that is at all attainable, belongs in August 1881: it was 
penned on a sheet with the notation underneath, ‘6000 feet beyond man 
and time.’ That day I was walking through the woods along the lake of 
Silvaplana (in the Engadine); at a powerful pyramidal rock not far from 
Surlei I stopped.”38 

As early as The Gay Science he had hesitatingly announced in advance 
the basic idea that had then dawned on him, in all its ambivalence of 
supreme denial and supreme affirmation: “What if some day or night a 
demon were to steal after you into your loneliest loneliness and say to 
you: ‘This life as you now live it and have lived it, you will have to live 
once more and innumerable times more; and there will be nothing new 
in it, but every pain and every joy and every thought and sigh and every- 
thing unutterably small or great in your life will have to return to you, 
all in the same succession and sequence—even this spider and this moon- 
light between the trees, and even this moment and I myself. The eternal 
hourglass of existence is turned upside down again and again, and you 
with it, speck of dust!’ Would you not throw yourself down and gnash 
your teeth and curse the demon who spoke thus? Or have you once ex- 
perienced a tremendous moment when you would have ee him: 
“You area god and never have I heard anything more divine. A 

In the first case, then, supreme denial: “If this thought gained pose 
of you, it would change you as you are or perhaps crush you. The ques ae 
in each and everything, ‘Do you desire this once more and ne ne 
times more?’ would lie upon your actions as the greatest weight. 
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perhaps, nevertheless, supreme affirmation? “Or how well disposed 
A Á would 
you have to become to yourself and to life to crave nothing more fervent] 
than this ultimate eternal confirmation and seal?”*! ca 
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Ah, disgust! Disgust! Disgust!”** On the other hand, “new songs” and 
“bearing his destiny” should bring him “comfort” and “convalescence.”48 
Consequently Zarathustra passes on to a “second dance song”: a song to 
eternal “life,” life “beyond good and evil,” which means life, suffering, pass- 
ing away and coming to be, and so indeed eternity: 


The world is deep, 

Deeper than day can comprehend. 
Deep is its woe, 

Joy—deeper than heart’s agony: 

Woe says: Fade! Go! 

But all joy wants eternity, 

— wants deep, deep, deep eternity!*® 


The third part of Zarathustra thus culminates and ends in the great “Song 
of Yes and Amen,” with the refrain of the “seven seals”: “Oh how should 
I not lust for eternity and for the wedding ring of rings—the Ring of Re- 
currence! . . . For I love you, O Eternity!”5° 

What—we may ask—lies behind the idea of the “eternal recurrence of 
the same”? Nietzsche wanted to get away from nihilism, but not to return 
to the Jewish-Christian-Islamic conception of history as a meaningful, co- 
herent, continuous, purposive happening. He took the alternative of re- 
course to myth. To that well-known primeval myth of humanity which 
in a general version is found not only in the oldest Indian but also in 
the oldest Germanic tradition: “Belief in the periodic destruction and crea- 
tion of the universe is already found in the Athar-Veda. The preservation 
of similar ideas in the Germanic tradition (universal conflagration, Rag- 
narok, followed by a new creation) confirms the Indo-Aryan structure of 
the myth . . . ,”5! writes Mircea Eliade. According to him, this myth 
is “a supreme attempt toward the ‘staticization’ of becoming, toward an- 
nulling the irreversibility of time.”*? ' 

As already noted, the idea of a cyclical course of time and events has 
indeed considerable suggestive power. Is there not in nature a universal 
periodicity, according to which essential sequences such as the movements 
of the stars, the seasons, day and night, are always repeated? And yet 
Nietzsche’s specific idea is not to be verified, in particular, from that 
source. In nature what is not repeated is precisely the concrete details. Na- 
ture in particular, from the atomic nuclei to the stars—we shall return 5 
this—goes through a history. However much Nietzsche himself attempte 
it, precisely this idea of the eternal recurrence of the same, which was CIU- 
cial for him, turned out to be scientifically completely unverifiable, assum- 
ing as itdid that every event in the universe in all its details and in K 
whole cosmic coherence will occur in the future and has occurred in the 
past an infinite number of times in exactly the same way. We have to agree 
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with the American philosopher Milič Capek when he says: “The assump. 
tion of a completely identical repetition of cosmic situations makes the 
theory intrinsically unverifiable. . . . The eternal return is rejected by all 
thinkers who insist on the irreversibility of becoming, on genuine novelty, 
and the immortality of the past.”°® 


9. Alternatives 


In this third lecture we have made—although necessarily briefly—a vast 
detour from the beginnings of religion many millennia before Christ up 
to the nihilism of the twentieth century. We have thus reached the conclu- 
sion of the first section of this series of lectures, which was meant to de- 
scribe the background of the question and to analyze the problem as a 
whole from the standpoint of medicine, philosophy and the history of reli- 
gion. At first sight the title seemed obvious enough, but the phenomenon 
of “eternal life” turned out to be highly complex and in need of a discrimi- 
nating judgment, opening out a variety of alternatives. We must now in 
conclusion set out these alternatives programmatically as they appear at 
three stages of the problem, thus leading on to the next section. 


At the first stage of the problem the alternative appears in its broadest 
form: What awaits us after this life? A definitive extinguishing in nothing- 
ness or an eternal permanence in being? That is: 


e Either: man is completely dissolved into nothingness at death. We saw 
that the doctrine of nirvana cannot be cited in support of this position. 
What is really meant is both the position of Feuerbach and that of 
nihilism, according to which man dies—as Brecht said, “like all the ani- 
mals”—a completely natural death, living on at best in the memory of 
his fellow men, until he is forgotten and is dissolved into nothingness 
even there. This hypothesis proved for a variety of reasons to be logically 
inconclusive and existentially at least highly problematic. 

e Or: man remains in existence for ever. Nor does this position necessarily 
pie ippa al belief in God. Even atheists and agnostics can accept it, 
nee ne ape wien a Marxist philosopher such as Bloch, in accor- 
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tifiable in itself—not a definitive extinction in nothingness but perma- 
nence in being—if then we affirm in principle an eternity of survival a 
the course of the differentiation at the second stage of the problem there 
emerges a further alternative. How is the category of eternity to be defined? 
The eternal as recurrence or the eternal as goal? That is: 


o Either: all life goes around endlessly in a circle, as nature seems to sug- 
gest with its cycle of coming to be and perishing and as the ancient 
myth of the eternal return—taken up again by Nietzsche—seeks to make 
people believe, although of course it cannot be verified. 

o Or: the history at least of man (and perhaps also of the cosmos) is ori- 
ented to what eventually constitutes the fulfillment of human life. We 
saw that the great religions today altogether envisage in the last resort 
a definitive goal of man, whether they speak of entry into nirvana or 
of entry into God’s heaven. 


If the great religions thus affirm in principle eternal life as goal, then at 
the third stage of the problem a third alternative can be distinguished. 
What is the meaning of “goal”? Does man reach the goal after several 
earthly lives or after a single earthly life? That is: 


e Either: man has to pass through several lives for cleansing, purification, 
liberation, perfecting, as is assumed in the religions and world visions 
of Indian (but not Chinese) origin. A 

e Or: man’s destiny is decided irrevocably in this present earthly life, 
which is the conviction of the Jewish-Christian-Islamic tradition. 


It must have become clear to everyone in the course of these arguments 
that what is involved here is not merely abstract, purely theoretical phil- 
osophicotheological alternatives, but of those which can strike a human 
being at the very heart of his personality. Most people have made their 
choice—or have been ripening for it from their earliest childhood. Yet 
many people continue to have doubts. Over and over again—and not only 
in borderline situations—they find themselves challenged to test their 
choice, to justify it, to defend it once more against doubts and possibly 
even to revise it in face of new arguments. 

In these ne basic ae in which the ultimate, the SI z 
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Not all the ideas ever expressed about a life after death are on the same 
plane, of equal value or of equal rank. 

Hitherto we have brought the Jewish-Christian-Islamic tradition and 
particularly the specifically Christian, the Christian message itself, only 
marginally into the discussion. But, in order to be capable of a decision 
or to become again capable of a decision, we need information, informa- 
tion quite definitely about what is all too obvious: the developments and 
complications, weaknesses and strengths, of Christian faith in regard to 
the question of eternal life. The next three lectures—the second section 
of lectures—are intended to convey this kind of critical information and 
so to provide assistance for a decision. We see ourselves challenged, not 
only against the harsh background of our present world, but more particu- 
larly from the very heart of the Christian message: “Always have your an- 
swer ready for people who ask you the reason for the hope that you all 
have.”54 
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IV. Resurrection of the 
dead? 


1. Is eternal life ascertainable? 


To put it as simply as possible, an introductory hermeneutical 
is necessary here. As I pointed out earlier, in these questions it is 
of life and death, never merely of purely rational decisions, but of 
by the whole person, decisions admittedly that are justifiable in th 

of reason. What does this mean concretely? 

A decision in the light of reason means that a life after death may no 
be merely asserted. It would in fact be disastrous if theologians—whether 
of the Jewish, the Christian or the Islamic tradition—were to think that 
they could solve this difficult question only with an appeal to God's “reve- 
lation,” God’s “word,” God’s “Scripture.” As if the reference to “it is 
written”—whether in the Hebrew Bible, the Koran or even the New Tes- 
tament—were itself evidence of factual truth, as if authority alone could 
put an end to critical discussion. Quite apart from the fact that what “is 
written” requires discriminating exegetical and theological appraisal, it is 
at this very point that fundamental theological questions have to be faced: 
How can I be so certain that God's “revelation,” to which I appeal, does 
not perhaps rest on an unsubstantiated assumption? 

That God’s “word” is not perhaps merely our theological superstructure, 
our projection, in brief, pure illusion: at any rate, a word produced by 
human beings themselves? y he 

That this “Scripture” is not merely the expression ot this projection and 
illusion of ours, purely a reserve of human words about human desires 
and longings? 3 l k j 
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fied belief in an eternal life: the person is then not mentally overpowered 
but convinced with the aid of good reasons. 

But does the demand for verification mean conversely that life after 
death is demonstrable? Perhaps by those arguments for the immortality 
of the soul which have been used constantly since Plato’s time? Like his 
great master Socrates, who had gone to his death serenely and confidently, 
Plato, under the influence of ethical and political motives, continually 
struggled to work out new arguments for the immortality of the soul, 
regarding the soul as the principle of life and for that very reason as im- 
mortal. Having an essential affinity with the eternal spiritual ideas of the 
good, the true and the beautiful, it is not visible, composite, material, like 
the body, its prison, but simple, spiritual, divine, and thus cannot itself 
be dissolved. Nor can the soul have acquired its knowledge of the great 
spiritual ideas from existing material reality. This knowledge can have been 
derived only from memory, from anamnesis: from the time of a previous 
life that the soul must have led before before it entered into this matter, 
into this concrete body. By death this free spirit-soul is released again from 
the body, its prison and tomb; it is purified by rebirths and can eventually 
be again united with the divine. The spirit-soul is immortal and this very 
fact should determine the individual and social life of mortal man here 
and now. 

Plato's philosophical trains of thought, presented in a variety of forms, 
continued to be disputed, however, through the centuries. From the very 
start Aristotle claimed immortality only for the supraindividual world soul. 
The Neoplatonics and Augustine then followed Plato; on the other hand, 
Averroés and other medieval Arab philosophers followed Aristotle. In this 
respect the great Christian thinkers of the Middle Ages, Albert the Great 
and Aquinas, although Aristotelians, as also the great philosophers of mod- 
ern times up to the Enlightenment, Descartes, Leibniz, Wolff (and in 
their train also Enlightenment theology), each and all, followed Plato’s 


ne and attempted to substantiate philosophically the immortality of the 
soul. 
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an absolutelv ethical behavior on man’s part. For, according to Kant, man 
is destined for moral holiness but can attain this only in the hereafter; 
and without a balance between virtue and destiny the whole moral order 
of the world would be called in question. 

From the time of Kant’s critique of the proofs of the immortality many 
have taken it for granted that our reason, tied to the horizon of our 
spatiotemporal experience, cannot produce any universally convincing 
proof of what lies beyond this horizon of experience. But—and this, it is 
often forgotten, was also Kant’s opinion—neither can our reason prove the 
opposite. For pure reason, which demands proofs, eternal life seems simply 
to be an idea without reality, a thought without actuality. 

However that may be, even someone who does not accept Kant’s cri- 
tique must have found that belief in an eternal life cannot in any case 
be brought home to a person if the existential constituents are neglected, 
as if that person could be dispensed from believing instead of being chal- 
lenged to believe or—better—to hope. There has hitherto never been a ra- 
tional demonstration of eternal life which could be generally convincing. 
Not a single one of these arguments is generally accepted. It seems impos- 
sible to deduce the existence of a life after death by theoretical reason 
from this experienced reality of world and man. 

Despite everything, even though belief in eternity cannot be proved, it 
can be shown to be well founded. For an inductive instruction, attempting 
to elucidate the experience of uncertain reality accessible to everyone, does 
not seem impossible. Thus the person is faced—so to speak, on the lines 
of “practical reason,” of the “ought” (as Kant puts it)—with a rationally 
justifiable decision, which goes beyond pure reason and lays claim to the 
whole person. This then is not a merely theoretical but an absolutely prac- 
tical, “existential,” integral task of reason, of the reasonable person: a spec- 
ulative reflection with a practical intention, accompanying, clarifying, 
elucidating the concrete experience of reality. 

Belief in eternal life must then be shown to be well founded by recourse 
to human experiences. At the same time the concept of experience intro- 
duced here is not by any means unequivocal and it needs to be differen- 
tiated. What experience are we talking about? Certainly not a purely in- 
ward, personal experience, which a particular individual can claim to have 
had. It can in fact be an impressive testimony, perhaps inviting another 
person to believe. But everything possible must be done to prevent the 
danger of a disrespectful or thoughtless identification of this experience 
of mine with the reality of God, of eternal life. We have heard the ac- 
counts of experiences of dying or of spiritualists. How easily however do 
our dreams turn out to be wishful dreaming, our Images illusions, our reve- 
lations imagination! . 

But Eaa are we talking here about a purely external sense experience, 


76 Resurrection of the dead? 


open to any neutral observer. An experience of this kind would be com. 
pletely adequate to justify statements about physical reality, but of its na. 
ture it cannot provide a basis for statements about a “metaphysical,” 
“metaempirical” reality. Such an objectifying experience of the reality of 
God or of an eternal life could never hitherto be verified. 

Here then we shall not be talking in the strict sense about a direct ex. 
perience—external or internal—of eternal life, but of a knowledge of eter- 
nal life related to experience, that is also accessible to others, At the same 
time, “experience” covers a whole spectrum; not only the sensual, but also 
the mental (internal, emotional, interpersonal, intellectual) dimension of 
human reality. At the same time “related to experience” is certainly to 
be distinguished from “dependent on experience.” A knowledge of eternal 
life can never be made completely dependent on experience, if the truth 
of eternal life is not to be determined exclusively by the potentialities of 
human experience. What is sought here then is a theological cognitive 
structure which takes in as far as possible the concrete experiences of the 
reality of man and world: experiences which must always be communica- 
ble and generally accessible, but which this cognitive structure reconciles, 
confronts, with the history of hope and experience as recorded in the bibli- 
cal texts. Our experiences here and now are to be elucidated in their ulti- 
mate meaning and at the deepest level in the light of the scriptural history 
of experience compressed as a message of hope for human beings. Present 
experience as horizon and the biblical message (adopted in its essential 
features by Islam in regard to the hope of eternity, with greater emphasis 
on the idea of judgment, and therefore not to be treated separately here) 
as center and criterion: this is the hermeneutical conception of an ecu- 
menical theology as I understand it and this is also the theological starting 
point of these lectures on eternal life. 

Here then—to indicate very briefly the epistemological problem—a veri- 
fication criterion will be applied that is neither as narrow as that of the 
empiricist, which admits as valid only what is empirically verifiable, nor 
as wide as that of the hermeneutical, which leaves everything open to un- 
Ce ce verification criterion which does not overlook the 
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2. A question of trust 


Any reference to experience then does not make the decision superfluous, 
but actually provokes it. Belief in an eternal life has the character of deci- 
sion and—conversely—the decision for or against eternal life has the char- 
acter of belief. If, after surveying the horizon of the history of religion, 
we come closer to the Christian perspective, what are the options? In the 
first place only the conditions for a framework will be outlined here, in 
order to explain the situation in which the decision takes place; there is 
no question at this stage of giving a concrete content to the framework 
of these options, in order to provoke a decision. Whatever form the de- 
cision takes, what does it involve? 

First option: What the discussion particularly with Feuerbach and 
Freud showed was that a denial of eternal life is possible and even irrefut- 
able. The reason? It is again and again the experience of “loyalty to the 
earth” and “loyalty to oneself,” of the breakdown of hopes, but certainly 
also of the terrible reality of death, that provides many people with a rea- 
son for asserting and for upholding the assertion that there is no life after 
death. 

That is to say, it is impossible positively to refute someone who says: 
“Death is the end of everything. I die like all the animals, and nothing 
comes after.” Against such an assertion, which transcends the horizon of 
our experience, neither a strict proof nor any evidence of an eternal life 
has any relevance in the last resort. This negative claim is based at the 
deepest level on a decision which regards negative experiences as absolute 
and which is linked with the basic option with regard to reality (which 
always remains ambivalent) and for God as its end and ground. No, the 
denial of an eternal life cannot be refuted purely rationally. i 

Second option: The discussion with Feuerbach and Freud likewise led 
to the conclusion that an affirmation of eternal life is also possible and 
even irrefutable. The reason? It is the reality of this life, the negative and 
positive experiences of man in this world, the experiences of happiness 
which we want to prolong, but also all that is unclarified, unsettled, transi- 
tory, that provides sufficient reason for risking a trusting affirmation of 
a life after this death, without which this present life must seem to many 
people in the last resort aimless, pointless, unstable. “pent 

Hence—conversely—it is impossible to refute someone who says: Deat 
is not the end of everything. I do not die like the animals, there is not 
nothing after.” Against a trust of this kind—thrust upon us in en Ken 
of this present life itself —atheism for its own part is powerless. ' ea i 
mation of eternal life also transcends the horizon of our experience an 
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is based at the deepest level on a decision which regards neither negative 
nor positive experiences as absolute and which in its turn is linked with 
the basic option for ambivalent reality and for God as its end and ground. 
This too is rationally irrefutable. 

What then? Eternal life is seen at its deepest level as a matter of trust. 
Here precisely lies the decisive factor in the solution of the question of 
postmortal life. The fact of eternal life can be accepted only in trust, a 
trust, however, rooted in reality. In a trust justified in the light of reason 
and consequently an absolutely reasonable trust. This hopeful trust—in 
this respect very similar to love—is by no means purely and simply a pro- 
jection, disposes of no stringent rational arguments, but certainly of attrac- 
tive reasonable grounds, as—we hope—will become increasingly clear in the 
course of these lectures. It is related to experience, 

This trusting self-commitment to an ultimate meaning of reality as a 
whole and of our life, to the eternal God, to an eternal life, is rightly 
described in general usage as “faith” in God, in an eternal life. At the 
same time it is of course a question of belief in a wide sense, which would 
be better desctibed as trust or hope. That is to say, a belief of this kind 
need not be provoked by the biblical proclamation; it is possible in prin- 
ciple also for non-Christians and non-Jews, for Hindus, Confucians and 
Buddhists . . . and of course especially for Muslims, who appeal to the 
Koran (inspired by the Bible). 

As soon as the question dawns on the individual in all its depth, a free 
—and by no means arbitrary—decision becomes inescapable. As with the 
question of God, it is true also of the question of eternity that man has 
to decide, without intellectual constraint, but also without rational proof. 
Belief in eternity or belief in “temporality”: either way it is a venture, 
either way a risk. Nothing ventured, nothing gained! But as with the ques- 
tion of God, it is true here also that someone who will not choose does 
in fact choose: he has chosen not to choose. Abstention from voting in 
a vote of confidence in eternal life means a refusal of confidence, in prac- 
tice—even though perhaps not intended—a vote of no confidence. Anyone 
he cen Br here (at least in practice) say yes, in practice says no.4 The 

& reilections—again slowly, step by step—are meant to lead to 
such a reasonably justified decision or even to the revision of a decision. 


3. Do all paths come to an end at the grave? 
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historicosystematical analysis of the problem with a short story. This story 
of a black girl trying to find God in the primeval forest is by the Irish 
author George Bernard Shaw. To understand the story it is necessary to 
remember that the black girl for Shaw is a symbolic figure for whatever 
is natural, unspoiled, without illusions, corresponding completely—that is— 
to the type of the “happy savage” known to us from the Enlightenment. 

In the course of her journey through the forest the girl meets first of 
all an old man of aristocratic mien, “with handsome, regular features, an 
imposing beard and luxuriant wavy hair.” He is the God of Abraham, the 
Lord of Hosts, in whose hands are death and disease, thunder and light- 
ning, and who demands from human beings absolute submission to the 
point of cruel human sacrifice. But the girl—horrified by the unreasonable- 
ness of this God—can scotch him in the name of the true God. It is no 
different with the God of Job, whom the girl next meets. He is not a 
brutal but an obliging God: a God who does not demand worship but 
involves man in dialogue and debate. But in the last resort this God is 
incapable precisely of entering into discussion, for he fails to give a satis- 
factory answer to the crucial question why he has created the world as 
it is. He too can be scotched. 

But then the black girl meets a strikingly handsome, clean-shaven, white 
young man in a Greek tunic. In answer to her question whether he can 
show her the way to God, he tells her: “Do not trouble about that. . . . 
Take the world as it comes; for beyond it there is nothing. All roads end 
at the grave, which is the gate of nothingness; and in the shadow of noth- 
ingness everything is vanity. Take my advice and seek no further than the 
end of your nose. You will always know that there is something beyond 
that; and in that knowledge you will be hopeful and happy.” 

And yet the black girl cannot be content with this answer. be: 

“There will be a future when I am dead. . . . If I cannot live it I 
can know it.’ y 

“Do you know the past?’ said the young man. ‘If the past, which has 
actually happened, is beyond your knowledge, how can you hope to know 
the future, which has not yet happened?’ i 

“Yet it will happen; and I know enough of it to tell you that the sun 
will rise every day’ said the black girl. , ; 

“That also is vanity’ said the young sage. “The sun is burning and must 

’ burn itself out.’ : 
E z fame that is always burning itself out; but it catches fire 
again every time a child is born. Life is greater than cn and nope ee 
despair. I will do the work that comes to me only if I ay at i 5 
good work; and to know that, I must know the past and the future, an 


must know God.’ i ; 
“You mean that you must be God’ he said, looking hard at her. 
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“As much as I can’ said the black girl. ‘Thank you. We who are young 
are the wise ones: I have learned from you that to know God is to be 
God. You have strengthened my soul. Before I leave you, tell me who 
you are.’ 

“I am Koheleth, known to many as Ecclesiastes the preacher’ he re- 
plied. ‘God be with you if you can find him! He is not with me. Learn 
Greek: it is the language of wisdom. Farewell.’ ”® 

At the same time as Brahmans in India were learning of suffering and 
the conquest of suffering by renouncing attachment to life, there lived in 
the Middle East, in Palestine, a Jew who was similarly given to reflecting 
on life. He adopted the pseudonym of “Qoheleth,” translated traditionally 
as “preacher,” but which can also mean the person who convenes and ad- 
dresses the assembly. Bernard Lang, formerly Old Testament professor 
in the Catholic faculty at Tübingen, has devoted to the book Ooheleth 
(probably composed between 190 and 180 2.c.) a very fine theological 
meditation, which we shall mainly follow here’; for the interpretation of 
this work is highly controversial, its very form—a loosely. connected 
sequence of aphorisms and pensées—quite unusual, so that many would 
prefer to see it removed from the Old Testament canon. It is not surprising 
that the book has proved constantly to be attractive particularly to critical 
minds: the Paris Parliament in 1759 had Voltaire’s translation (appropri- 
ately dedicated to Madame Pompadour) burned out of hand. 

Although Qoheleth likewise was presumably a teacher of wisdom, he 
represented the very opposite position to that conventional wisdom tradi- 
tion (Proverbs of Solomon, Jesus Ben Sirach) which presupposed far too 
optimistically a just God and a moral world order, where reward for good 
behavior and punishment for bad are visibly assigned in the present world. 
This preacher too, more philosopher than theologian, speaking more in 
a Greek—here Shaw was right—than in a Jewish manner of God and man, 
of Yahweh and the Jews, was a member of the upper classes, lived in an 
affluent society and had become profoundly skeptical in regard to what 
was for him a thoroughly dubious world: 


where no justice can be perceived, no moral order, no preestablished 
harmony; 


where no guiding and rewarding God 
where chance appears to rule arbitrarily a 
where to many a good person an evil ] 
person a happy lot; 


where the quickest do not always win the race, the bravest the wat, 


ae still less do the wisest gain wealth or the shrewdest applause; 
where in fact any misfortune can strike anyone at any time and man does 
not know his fate. y time an 


Truly, this world is flimsy, 


shows his gracious countenance; 
nd unfathomably; 3 
ot is assigned and to many an evil 
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refrain of this man: “Vanity of vanities. All is vanity.”® Vanitas vani- 
tatum is the Latin translation. Luther speaks of Eitelkeit der Eitel- 
keiten. Vanitas, “void,” “empty appearance,” we might also call it, 
which immediately recalls the Indian maya: everything is empty ap- 
pearance, worthless, null. 

For Qoheleth too, this critical realist, it was no less clear than it was 
for the Indian thinkers that man’s existence is being for death: “Naked 
from his mother’s womb he came, as naked as he came he will depart 
again.”® Man does not end in nothingness—as Ooheleth says in Shaw’s story 
—but in the realm of the dead, in the house of darkness, where he is 
now merely the shadow of himself: “Perhaps a man has had a hundred sons 
and as many daughters and lived for many years, and then derives no bene- 
fit from his estate, not even a tomb to call his own. Why then I say, better 
the untimely-born than he. In darkness arriving, in darkness depart- 
ing; even his name is wrapped in darkness. Never knowing the sun, never 
knowing rest; the one no more than the other. Even if the man had lived 
a thousand years twice over, without deriving profit from his estate, do 
not both alike go to the same place?”?° 

What is to be done? For Ooheleth too this is the question, which how- 
ever he answers fundamentally differently from the Indian thinkers, who 
sought freedom from suffering by liberation from the self; differently also 
from the Platonic philosophers who had in mind the immortality of the 
soul and therefore depreciated life here and now. No, there must be 
no renunciation of life, but only enjoyment of life. Better a living dog 
than a dead lion. What God gave, man is expected to use. Celebrate feasts 
then as they occur; exploit life as long it goes on and forget death, which 
comes anyway and strikes equally both the wise man and the fool. Is there 
not a time for everything? Planting and uprooting, mourning and danc- 
ing, loving and hating, giving birth and dying? “I contemplate the task 
God gives mankind to labour at. All that he does is apt for its time; but 
though he has permitted man to consider time in its wholeness, man can- 
not comprehend the work of God from beginning to end. a 

God is mysterious, God is incalculable and reality impenetrable. 
There may be a meaning to this world, to this history, to my history. 
But God alone knows it, not man, who has to look on at what happens 
in the world, without understanding it: “Wisdom having been my careful 
study, I came to observe the business that goes on here on earth. And 
certainly the eyes of man never rest, day and night. And I look at all the 
work of God: plainly no one can discover what the work is that goes on 
under the sun or explain why man should ae ae BY discover. 

sage can discover it, though he may claim to know. = 
N ech Ooheleth is a “modern” book, with themes eom to 
us not least from the existential philosophy of Kierkegaard, Heidegger, 
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Jaspers and Sartre. The presupposed social situation of this book shows 
amazing analogies to our own: “The breakdown of the European seg- 
mental structures, becoming increasingly obvious in the last century and 
in the first half of the present century, horizontal class structures, in- 
creasing isolation and uprootedness of the individual in the increasingly 
technical and international society. It emerged more in the middle classes 
than among the poor. In his world Ooheleth would also have been able 
to encounter other philosophical schools of Hellenism. The reason why 
the popular philosophy appealed to him so powerfully may not lie solely 
in the fact that it was actually the one that made the greatest sound in 
the intellectual market at that time. Its starting point corresponded for 
the most part also to the helplessness of the individual in the midst of 
a reality beyond his vision, produced by the sociological transformation 
at that time.”8 

Qoheleth is a book which has a dangerous tendency to stabilize the pre- 
vailing system, with its appeal for a largely inactive judicious skepticism 
possible only for educated people and for a sense of pleasure in which 
only the prosperous could indulge, but not open to those small people who 
have very different worries about their life and survival. But, despite every- 
thing, it is a book that is very remote in its melancholy joy in the present 
world from the superficial traditional theology of reward and punishment, 
according to which everything is settled in this life, and from the (often 
puritanical) moralism of the wisdom literature which is part of the latter. 
But it is a book that is also very remote from any sort of hope in a joyous 
hereafter. Qoheleth drew the conclusions for this earthly life, which, ac- 
cording to him (as opposed to all Indian wisdom), we can irrevocably 
live only once. This follows from his standpoint that our existence is being- 
for-death and that death brings an end, if not to everything, then certainly 
to most things: “The living know at least that they will die, the dead 
know nothing; no more reward for them, their memory has passed out 
of mind. Their loves, their hates, their jealousies, these all have perished, 
nor will they ever again take part in whatever is done under the sun. - - - 
Whatever work you propose to do, do it while you can, for there is neither 


achievement, nor planning, nor knowledge, nor wisdom in Sheol where 
you are going,”14 


4. Belief in a resurrection—a late phenomenon 
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in Plato’s sense, certainly not merely a part of the person, but the one 
whole human being. It is not however the living person, but only his 
“shadow”: the “shade” that has broken away from the person and yet re- 
mains tied to the grave, the bones, which for that reason may not be 
burned. Grave and underworld merge into one another. 

The underworld of the ancient Israelites, “Sheol” (probably meaning 
“nonland,” “unland”), was regarded as a closed space beneath the earth’s 
disk: a place of darkness and silence, of powerlessness and oblivion, where 
human beings are condemned to a ghostlike existence. It is true that they 
all retain their former rank and status: the king still wears his crown, the 
prophet his cloak, the soldier carries his weapons; but they are each and 
all merely shadows of their former selves, without fellowship with one an- 
other, without fellowship with God. A sad, joyless country from which 
there is no return, final resting place of all life, without hope of ever seeing 
the light, the earth, again. 

Anyone who is accustomed as a Christian, without reflection, to assume 
a continuity in the history of salvation between the Old Testament and 
the New should be quite clear about what this means: All the patriarchs 
of Israel, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Moses and the Judges, the kings and 
the prophets, Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, for their own part passed from 
such an end into darkness; and yet they had lived and acted in an unswerv- 
ing belief in God. For more than a thousand years, none of these Jews 
believed in a resurrection of the dead or in an eternal life in the posi- 
tive sense of the term, in a “Christian” heaven. With remarkable consis- 
tency they concentrated on the present world, without bothering about 
what was in any case a dismal, dark, hopeless hereafter. 

Certainly in the history of Christian interpretation we find a constant 
appeal to Old Testament texts in order even at this point to secure the 
Christian idea of the resurrection. But the various Old Testament state- 
ments, which speak of a “resurrection,” are meant to be figurative, meta- 
phorical, and cannot without more ado be taken as real in their imagery. 

Consequently, the prophet Hosea is not speaking literally of a resurrec- 
tion of the dead but metaphorically of the recovery and healing of the 
sick people of Israel in a very short time, when he says: ‘After a day or 
two he will bring us back to life, on the third day he will raise us and 
we shall live in his presence.””° ee 

It is the same with Ezekiel’s grandiose vision of the reanimation of the 
dried-up bones: “The hand of Yahweh was laid on me, and he carried 

ay by the spirit of Yahweh and set me down in the middle of a 
me away by P va 
valley, a valley of bones. He made me walk up and down nes t x 
There were vast quantities of these bones on the ground the who ee 
of the valley; and they were quite dried up. He said to me, Son of man, 
can these bones live?’ I said, ‘You know, Lord Yahweh.’ He said, ‘Prophesy 
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over these bones. Say, “Dry bones, hear the word of Yahweh. The Lord 
Yahweh says this to these bones: I am now going to make the breath 
enter you, and you will live. I shall put sinews on you, I shall make flesh 
grow on you, I shall cover you with skin and give you breath, and you 
will live; and you will learn that I am Yahweh.” ’”18 In the light of the 
context of this vision it cannot be denied that the reference is not to the 
resurrection of deceased Israelites, but to the repatriation of those who 
had been deported to Babylon, from the grave of captivity to a new life 
in the land of Israel. 

Or again, finally, when the late Isaiah apocalypse speaks of Yahweh’s 
dead who will live and of the corpses which will rise: “Your dead will 
come to life, their corpses will rise; awake and exult, all you who lie in 
the dust, for your dew is a radiant dew and the land of ghosts will give 
birth.”!? Here too it could be a question of a metaphor for a salvation 
of unlimited duration to be expected at the end of time, but not necessar- 
ily of a real resurrection of the dead. This follows clearly also from Isaiah 
26:14: “The dead will not come to life, their ghosts will not rise, for you 
have punished them, annihilated them, and wiped out their memory.” 
All these texts therefore use the idea of resurrection only as a metaphor 
particularly for the national restoration of Israel. On closer examination 
it can be seen also that isolated statements in the Psalms, in the Songs 
of the Servant of Yahweh and in Job are at best to be understood meta- 
phorically as a reawakening to life.18 

Under Persian rule however, after the Babylonian exile, as time passed, 
people grew less and less satisfied with the old answer—based on the princi- 
ple of correspondence or retribution, according to which Job’s friends had 
also argued—that all accounts are settled in the present life between birth 
and death. For it was quite plain and could be verified every day by anyone 
that good and bad are not sufficiently offset in the life either of the people 
or of the individual. The wicked so often do well and the good so often 
badly. It is not surprising then that in the two centuries before Christ— 
supported also by some biblical texts on the possible intervention of God 
in any kind of distress and danger—an increasingly clear expectation came 
to prevail that—unlike what the skeptical Qoheleth had thought genera- 


tions earlier—a comprehensive righteousness, a fulfillment not hitherto at- 
tained, was still to come. 


5. The first documents 


The oldest and indeed the only undisputed reference to the resurrection 
of the dead in the whole of the Hebrew Bible comes from the second 
century (about 165/164 8.c.): from the time of the resistance to that 
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violent hellenization of the Jews which the Seleucid Antiochos IV 
Epiphanes tried to carry out (prohibition of Jewish worship, veneration 
of the imperial god Zeus Olympios and even of the ruler himself in the 
Temple). As is well known, Antiochos’ ruthless policy of hellenization 
soon led to a popular revolt headed by one of the Maccabees, which even- 
tually ended with the victory of Judaism. 

In this crisis of the Maccabean times the apocalyptic writers as warners 
and interpreters of their age entered on the scene in the place of the proph- 
ets from the crisis of the eighth to the sixth centuries. And it was the 
book of Daniel in which the apocalyptic proclamation—after several pre- 
liminary stages in the prophetic literature—had reached its full develop- 
ment. There can be no doubt today that the book of Daniel—because 
of its language, its theology (the later theology of angels) and its irregular 
composition—is not in any case by the seer at the Babylonian court of 
the sixth century; but more probably by an author of the second century, 
that is, of the time of Antiochos IV Epiphanes. With regard to the ques- 
tion of the resurrection, we find in the last chapter of this (originally 
apocalyptic) book of Daniel a passage which is presumably influenced by 
Persian ideas: “At that time Michael will stand up, the great (angel-) 
prince who mounts guard over your people. There is going to be a time 
of great distress, unparalleled since nations first came into existence. When 
that time comes, your own people will be spared, all those whose names 
are found written in the Book (of Life). Of those who lie sleeping in 
the dust of the earth many will awake, some to everlasting life, some to 
shame and everlasting disgrace. The learned will shine as brightly as the 
vault of heaven, and those who have instructed many in virtue, as bright 
as stars for all eternity.” 1° 

There is no doubt that at such a time of persecution—for the author 
of the book of Daniel veritably a time of distress before the end time, 
when men, women and children were cruelly tortured because of their 
fidelity to the Law—the old problem of just retribution arose in a much 
more acute form than it had done generations earlier at the time of the 
Ptolemies and Ooheleth. In view of the loyalty of many martyrs to their 
faith—faced by the alternative of apostasy or death—the question was 
bound particularly to emerge as to whether injustice would be avenged 
solely in this life. What can be the point of a martyrs death, if those 
who keep the faith do not receive their reward either in the present life 
(when they are all dead) or in the life hereafter (which is no more than 
a shadowy existence)? The answer of the apocalyptic writers 1s that this 
time of distress will be followed by the end time when Israel will be saved 
and—here is the new feature—the dead will rise: the witnesses to the faith 
and their persecutors. For the dead who slept in the dust of an will 
awake and as complete human beings (not merely as souls”) wall return 
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to life, into this present existence, which however will now go on forever, 
endlessly: for the wise in the form of eternal life, for the others—and this 
too is not illustrated—in the form of eternal shame. 

Outside the Hebrew Bible, in the Greek Old Testament (the Septua- 
gint), there is further evidence of this late awakened hope of resurrection, 
especially in the second book of the Maccabees, containing the earliest 
accounts of the Jewish martyrs, which became a model for the Church's 
Acts of the Martyrs. But it is remarkable that precisely in the famous sev- 
enth chapter on the maryrdom of the seven Maccabean brothers and their 
mother what stands out is not the martyrdom itself, nor even fidelity to 
the law by refusing pork, but the message of the resurrection. After 
analyzing the text in the light of the history of tradition and theology, 
Ulrich Kellermann rightly says: “The extension of the narrative by devel- 
oping a doctrine scarcely fits in with the aims of the accounts of the Jewish 
martyrs, in which the important thing otherwise is unswerving obedience 
to the law as a work of devotion par excellence. Our text is presented 
as a didactic narrative on the post-mortal fate of the martyrs who were 
faithful to the law. In it a theology of the resurrection is worked out.”?° 

In fact, the analysis shows how the idea of resurrection is carried on 
and supported from one section of the account to another. The process 
of the cruel mutilation and the slow murder of the first brother in the 
presence of the king (presumably in Antioch in Syria) is described down 
to the last detail. After his death, the other brothers and their mother 
encourage one another with the words: “The Lord God is watching, and 
surely he takes pity on us.”22 And they invoke the saying of the Torah: 
“He will certainly take pity on his servants.”22 The theological substan- 
tiation of the resurrection is thus based on an appeal to the Torah, to 
God’s holy law. 

Belief in the resurrection is then clearly expressed at the martyrdom of 
the second brother: “With his last breath he exclaimed, ‘Inhuman fiend, 
you may discharge us from this present life, but the King of the world 
will raise us up, since it is for his laws that we die, to live again for ever.”” 
Here too then it is a question of “raising up”—an act of God himself— 
and only secondarily of a “resurrection” (of man). But the resurrection 
is presented ina different way in the book of Maccabees. For, unlike the 
book of Daniel, what is discussed here is obviously not an “eschatologi- 
a ‚resurrection, at the end of time in this world, but—perhaps because 
th s apnea CREER in Daniel shortly before had not been fulfilled 
stood is a po ne heavenly resurrection: what is under- 
was to gain a crucial a eye vation mo heaven, Dh idea wa 
Nazareth and his resurrection. Nier inbeliet, jin, Jesus, 


In our account however the final words of the third son give concrete 
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expression to this idea by a reference to the bodily character of the resur- 
rection, which is not discussed more closely but based on a new heavenly 
creation by God. When he is faced with the cruel mutilation of parts 
of his body, he says: “It was heaven that gave me these limbs; for the sake 
of his laws I disdain them; from him I hope to receive them again.”” And 
the fourth brother is also aware of the dual outcome of the question of 
human destiny. For the resurrection means for those who are faithful to 
the law the realization of “God’s promise”; but for the impious persecu- 
tors there is “no new life.”?5 Unlike in the book of Daniel then, there is 
no reference here to a resurrection for disgrace, but only to everlasting 
death—for Jews at that time admittedly the greatest disgrace. It is against 
this background also that the fifth and sixth brothers speak. 

Meanwhile the arguments for the resurrection reach their climax with 
the two speeches by the mother, who is seen more in the guise of a phi- 
losopher than of a mother. Her first speech is expressly devoted to the 
theme of creation—in a combination (typical of this period of the dis- 
persion) of the Greek theory of the elements and ancient Israelitic think- 
ing about creation—in order to justify the possibility of a new creation: 
“It is the creator of the world, ordaining the process of man’s birth and 
presiding over the origin of all things, who in his mercy will most surely 
give you back both breath and life, seeing that you now despise your own 
existence for the sake of his laws.”*° 

In her second speech the mother moves away from the creation of hu- 
manity to the creation of the world and brings out here—possibly for 
the first time in the whole of the Old Testament—the idea of creation out 
of nothing in a form which can scarcely be deduced from the priestly 
account of creation in Genesis 1:2. To her youngest son she says: “I im- 
plore you, my child, observe heaven and earth, consider all that is in 
them, and acknowledge that God made them out of what did not exist, 
and that mankind comes into being in the same way. Do not fear this 
executioner, but prove yourself worthy of your brothers, and make death 
welcome, so that in the day of (God’s) mercy I may receive you back in 
your brothers’ company.” 
` Unlike the situation with the Egyptians, where the mummy had to re- 
main absolutely inviolate for eternal life, no limits are imposed on the 
God of Israel even by bodily mutilation or physical destruction. These 
Old Testament texts show that belief in the resurrection of the dead is 
a consequence of belief in the Creator. Here emerges the specific charac- 
ter, the distinctive feature of the Jewish expectation of a resurrection, 
which is so completely different from the Platonic-Hellenistic ee 
of immortality—despite all that they have in common 1n pas an 
immediate postmortal heavenly existence. For, according to t 2 = 
Bible, what survives is not a human soul in virtue of its own substantia 
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spirituality and divinity; here the one whole person is raised by an act of 
God: by the miracle of a new creation, rooted in God’s fidelity to his 
creature. Thus nothing remains, not even the underworld, outside the 
dominion of him who is Creator of all things. 

Thus in the second book of Maccabees, as in the apocalypse of Daniel, 
the problem of theodicy is in the foreground of the reflections: the resur- 
rection is presented as a basis for God’s self-justification, showing that he 
will eventually vindicate his cause for the benefit of the people and of 
individuals in this world where there is so little justice. Compared to this, 
the question of the fate of the dead was secondary. This question 
was then answered in quite different ways the more the apocalypse of 
Daniel was followed by other apocalypses, wholly and entirely oriented to 
the revelation and imagery of the end time. These ascribed their visions 
to the great figures of ancient times (Enoch, Abraham, Moses, Elijah, 
among others), but nevertheless were not accepted into the Old Testa- 
ment canon. 

Thus we are faced in the end with an almost embarrassing plurality of 
apocalyptic views of the resurrection and the last judgment. Some pro- 
claimed the resurrection of all before the last judgment, for the judge’s 
sentence of salvation or damnation; others the resurrection only of the 
just, after the last judgment, for participation in eternal bliss. There were 
also diverse views of the Golden Age, which was expected with the im- 
minent dawn of a new era and painted in increasingly concrete imagery. 
Some thought mainly of an earthly messianic-national (and perhaps then 
also universal) kingdom, but the others—whether in the preservation 
or after the destruction or after the transformation of this world—of a 
cosmic kingdom, a new heaven and a new earth. All kinds of variations 
and combinations were possible here. 

In his Theology of the Old Testament Walter Eichrodt summarizes the 
findings in regard to the eschatological hope of resurrection in the He- 
brew Bible as follows: “As one surveys the picture of the eschatological 
resurrection hope, in so far as this is developed within the Old Testa- 
ment, one receives the impression of a concept of faith which has not 
yet been elaborated or fixed in a dogmatic form, but is still elastic and 
bound up with the actual struggle for assurance of God. In the forefront 
stands the simple statement that death cannot for ever cut off loyal 
Yahwists who have fallen asleep from association with God, but must let 
ae eee pal viton over his enemies. On the other 
this BR, or are a ae Aeon the a andamanuerse‘ 
eomle CE i om of resurrection existence—whether, 
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The dead ‘awake,’ just as beforehand they slept in the dust of the earth; 
and consequently they return to life in their total humanity, even sup: 
plied with a body. Just as death did not bring about a separation of soul 
and body, but rather delivered both to a shadowy existence, so resurrec- 
tion cannot relate, for example, solely to a transfigured spirit Even the 
expression ‘to rise’ speaks, in fact, for the idea of coming forth from the 
grave or from the underworld. But there is a complete lack of any more 
elaborate descriptions of this process; interest attaches wholly to full 
re-entry into a life of fellowship with God. The Daniel passage is unique 
in laying stress on the share in the divine light-glory, an image which is 
in any case entirely in keeping with the conception of God’s new world 
as a revelation of the divine kabdd. Undoubtedly the text opens up the 
possibility of pursuing further speculations, but in the period with which 
we are concerned no use was made of this opening.””® 


6. Resurrection belief—an apocalyptic speculation? 


If we take seriously Eichrodt’s reference to “pursuing further specula- 
tions,” we are faced immediately with the question whether this literature 
does not land us a whole mass of the wildest speculations about the end 
of the world and of man, in forms however which still retain their at- 
traction for many people? Just what is to be made of all these apocalypses, 
in the context of which the hope of resurrection was first articulated and 
perhaps also even then—from the very outset—compromised? 

Nor can we overlook the fact that not a few Jews faithful to the law 
did not at that time accept belief in the resurrection and do not accept 
it today. Unlike the second book, the first book of Maccabees shows no 
awareness of a resurrection of the dead; the Maccabean heroes who died 
untimely deaths won fame and honor and lived on only in the memory 
of their people. Even at the time of Jesus of Nazareth, a century and a 
half later, it was wholly on these lines that the group of the Sadducees, 
“who deny that there is a resurrection,”2® rejected the resurrection, even 
when the Jewish apocalyptic idea of the resurrection of the dead had often 
been linked with the popular Hellenistic opinion about the immortality 
of the soul, widespread also in Palestine. In brief, for us today the ques- 
tion arises as to whether the whole fantastic apocalyptic literature does 
not discredit from the outset any serious belief in a resurrection. Is belief 
in a resurrection not merely an illusory speculation in apocalytic guise, 
born out of the human predicament and human misery? Does it not 
amount to a classical historical paradigm of Feuerbach’s theory of pro- 


jection and Freud’s theory of illusion? 
In the first place it must be admitted without more ado that the con- 
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tent particularly of the book of Daniel leaves open more questions than it 
answers. Questions arise, that is, not only in regard to the authenticity 
of the announcements made here, but also in regard to their fulfillment. 
Are these prophecies of Daniel fulfilled in history only in the sense that 
they were realized before their actual composition: vaticinia ex eventu? 
In reality then this book has events that have already happened and not 
future events as the object of its predictions. It is likewise well known that 
the course of history prophesied in the book of Daniel in the four-empires 
scheme (Babylonian, Median, Persian and Greek empires) has been dis- 
credited by history itself and then also abandoned in modern times in its 
later version as linked with the Church (Babylonian, Median-Persian, 
Greek and Roman empires). 

Certainly this apocalyptic book, whose visions seem to be more thought 
out and devised than “seen,” strengthened believers of Maccabean times 
in their faith in the one God Yahweh, threatened by the Hellenistic pan- 
theon, and in the hope of a better future. It is true that it had a powerful 
influence on Jewish-Christian apocalyptic literature and eventually came 
to be regarded even today—for example, by Adventists and Jehovah’s 
Witnesses—as more or less the heart of Scripture. But it cannot be denied 
that the kingdom of God of the end time, prophesied by the book of 
Daniel with exact details of the time of its arrival, has not yet come. And 
if this expectation of the end time has not been fulfilled, why—it may 
be asked—should the expectation of a resurrection from the dead be 
fulfilled? Is it possible to find a theological basis for the hope of resurrec- 
tion in such a dubious book? 

All these questions are reinforced in view of the apocalyptic literature 
after Daniel, where the turn of an era, resurrection and the new age are 
portrayed even more closely and fantastically. George Fohrer, the Old 
Testament scholar, describes as follows the glorious future painted in the 
apocalyptic writings: “Fundamental is the wonderful reconstruction of 
Jerusalem as a fabulous city which becomes the center of the world and 
the eternal kingdom of God and into which flows enormous wealth for 
the needs of the temple and the community of salvation. In addition to 
all this there were the paradisial fruitfulness of the country, the growth 
of Israel through its numerous progeny, the remedying of bodily infirmi- 
ties, the longevity of the people (according to Isaiah 65:20 a centenarian 
ee (isaiah Ban: even including the destruction of death men- 
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of them) are admitted as a second, further group; they join Israel because 
of their conversion, because of an invitation from Yahweh or as a result 
of LE SEOWET SY work among them. In regard to the exercise of sovereignty 
in the time of salvation people believed up to a point that Yahweh himself 
would reign as king. Other groups, who were still attached to the deposed 
Davidian dynasty, assumed that in Yahweh’s place an eschatological king 
of David’s line would reign as his delegate or representative. Only Zecha- 
tiah 4 and the Qumran community assign the messianic dignity to a secu- 
lar and a spiritual representative.”3° 

Fohrer, a convert from Christianity to Judaism (of a prophetic, not 
apocalyptic character), rightly asks: “But can the future be managed and 
shaped in the way that eschatology and apocalyptic expect? Is this the 
answer of faith to the demand for a change in a distressful and unbearable 
world? Does this kind of expectation of the end time offer standards or 
models which represent an effective answer of a faith oriented to the 
future?” 

What could be the answer for us today of a “faith oriented to the fu- 
ture”? How as Christians are we to cope with this utterly questionable 
theological heritage? Before attempting to work out the answer systemati- 
cally, we must take note of the findings of the New Testament after con- 
sidering those of the Old. We shall do this by leaving aside secondary 
matters and immediately approaching the crucial question. How did he 
who is for Christians the archetype, the Christ, talk about the resurrection, 
what did he believe, what did he want, so that the people to whom he 
spoke would believe? As far as the transition from the Old to the New 
Testament is concerned, we might make it easy for ourselves and follow 
the general practice of assuming a continuous progress from the resurrec- 
tion narratives of Maccabean times to those about Jesus of Nazareth. We 
would then have an apparently harmonious system and the New Testa- 
ment interpreted as fulfillment and surpassing of what was “laid down 
in the Old Testament, and yet we would have overlooked the complexity 
of the state of affairs between the Old and the New Testament. 


7. Jesus and his death 


It is certain that Jesus lived, preached and worked—as his first opri 
and Paul did later—in the horizon of apocalyptic ideas. How ot gas 
could the awareness of living at a turning. point of time have ares 
cated? His consciousness of living at the end of an earlier age an ae 
beginning of a new? No, like many of his gontemp ona Fa ived in 
a state ot apocalyptically depicted imminent expectation: the king a m 
to come. With him an entire apocalyptic generation was expecting 1 
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the immediate future the kingdom of God, the kingdom of justice, of free- 
dom, joy and peace, and was mistaken. This is too well documented in 
the earliest strata of the synoptic tradition to be disputed and—because 
of the scandal of this fact—it was softened down in the later writings and 
strata of the New Testament.*? 

Unlike the apocalyptic writers, Jesus in particular was not interested in 
satisfying human curiosity. He neither dated nor located the kingdom of 
God, nor did he describe in detail the course of the apocalyptic drama. 
But, although he expressly rejected any precise calculations of the escha- 
tological consummation and—as compared with earlier Jewish apocalyptic 
—severely restricted pictorial description of the kingdom of God, he re- 
mained in principle tied to what for us is an alien framework of under- 
standing of the imminent expectation, to the horizon of apocalyptic. 
What is to be said about this? 

From a modern standpoint we can admit that the apocalyptic frame- 
work of understanding was superseded by historical developments, the 
apocalyptic horizon has finally disappeared. With the imminent expecta- 
tion it is a question less of a mistake on the part of Jesus than of a time- 
conditioned, time-bound world vision which Jesus shared—like a number 
of other things—with many of his contemporaries. Jesus and his contem- 
poraries were “mistaken” then in the sense and only in the sense that gen- 
erations of human beings were “mistaken” in their belief in the Ptolemaic 
world picture before Copernicus. But one thing is certain: the apocalyptic 
horizon cannot and should not be artificially resuscitated today, although 
there is a constant temptation to do so in what are known as “apocalyptic 
times,” not only among Adventists and Jehovah’s Witnesses, but some- 
times also among political theologians. The apocalyptic framework of im- 
agery and understanding of that time—now alien to us—would only 
conceal and distort what was meant and rouse false expectations for the 
immediate present. Today the really important question is whether the 
admittedly extremely urgent matter, with which Jesus was concerned in 
his preaching of the advent of God’s kingdom, still has a meaning: in 
the completely changed horizon of understanding of humanity today, 
which in principle has come to terms with the fact that—at least for the 
time being—the course of world history will continue, although indeed to- 
ward an end, as will be explained. 
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preexilic individual prophets who spoke at i 
one and the 
present and future. x ace 


e Like the great prophets, Jesus did not want to predict a distant future 
or to put off people to an end time; he wanted to define his presence 
and to shape the here and now, since it was precisely in this way that 
the immediate future would be determined. i i 

e Like the great prophets, Jesus did not want to work by new laws or 
by a self-satisfied traditional piety and theology, assured of salvation; 
clearly aware of the menacing situation, he proclaimed to sinners, to 
human beings doomed to death, that they could be saved only by a 


a faith, a wholehearted conversion and new obedience to the One 
od. 


If this is taken seriously with all its implications, it means a concentra- 
tion, radicalization and surpassing of the prophetic proclamation. For: 

When Jesus looking to the coming kingdom declares the supreme norm 
of human behavior to be, not any kind of law or dogma, but God’s will, 
aimed entirely at “salvation”—that is, man’s total well-being—he is concen- 
trating and giving concrete expression to the prophetical proclamation and 
its “Do good and not evil.” And when for him human beings take the 
place of an absolutized legal system and an absolutized liturgy, when for 
him the commandments exist for the sake of human beings, when recon- 
ciliation and everyday service come before service of the altar, when he 
thus in practice relativizes the religiosocial system together with worship, 
he is radicalizing the criticism by the prophets of the injustice and ritual- 
ism in the people of Israel. 

And when Jesus scandalizes the devout by identifying himself with all 
the poor, the miserable, the “poor devils,” with the heretics and schismat- 
ics, the immoral, the politically compromised, the social outcasts and those 
neglected by society, the weak, the women and children, and the common 
people generally, he surpasses in an unparalleled way all that the great 
prophets demanded by way of conversion and a new shaping of life. He 
even ventured—as no prophet had ever ventured to proclaim God’s forgive- 
ness—completely gratis—instead of legal penalties and also to grant it in 
a wholly personal way—on the street, in the midst of life—in order by 
this very encouragement to make possible repentance and forgiveness to- 
ward our fellow men. 

Like the prophets, Jesus had at his disposal only the power of the word, 
which however found expression in charismatic deeds. Like the prophets, 
Jesus was politically powerless and he came up against the opposition of 
the rulers. These, however, confronted by him, found themselves faced 
—like all human beings—with a final decision: whither and toward what 
they wanted in the last resort to orient their lives, concentrating selfishly 
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on their own concerns, or oriented in love to God and our fellow human 
beings. Like the prophets he claimed an authority which came to him from 
God. But at the same time his authority far excelled that of a prophet. 
For he—with whom theory and practice unassailably coincide—practically 
embodied his message. With all that he said, did and suffered, he himself 
in his whole person amounted to a demand for decision. God’s last word 
before the end, the great sign of the times. God's Word—made flesh. 

Jesus then presented an unparalleled challenge to the whole religiosocial 
system and its representatives. Here was someone who proclaimed, instead 
of an unconditional fulfillment of the law, a strange new freedom for God 
and man. With his relativizing of law and cult for man’s sake, does he 
not make himself out to be more than Moses (who gave the Law), more 
than Solomon (who built the Temple), more than Jonah (who was a 
prophet)? Is a teacher of the Law who sets himself up against Moses not 
a teacher of error? A prophet who is not in the line of succession from 
Moses a pseudo prophet? A person exalted above Moses and the prophets, 
who arrogates to himself in regard to sin the function of a final judge 
and so touches what is God’s and God’s alone, is he not a blasphemer? 
Is he not then anything but the innocent victim of a stubborn people, 
and in fact a fanatic and heretic and as such a highly dangerous individ- 
ual, a demagogue and agitator actually threatening the position of the hier- 
archy, a disturber of the peace, a troublemaker, a seducer of the people? 

Like the prophets, Jesus did not have any striking success and was in 
fact eventually rejected. Like the prophets, he had to suffer. But his suffer- 
ing was less like that of a prophet than the suffering of the mysterious 
servant of God in Isaiah, who bore the sins of many and interceded for 
sinners.®® This at least was how it came to be understood afterward. The 
picture that the death of Jesus then presented was that of a failure that 
was not accidental, but inevitable. 

The question therefore cannot be suppressed: Did he not die in vain? 
Even if we can assume that Jesus expected his violent death, we still do 
not know exactly what he thought and felt as this death came upon him. 
According to Mark, the earliest of the evangelists, there were none of Jesus’ 
followers at the foot of the cross who might have passed on his last words; 
only some Galilean women, without Jesus’ mother, watched from a dis- 
tance.*4 The disciples had fled. It would have been natural to fill in these 
gaps in our information with impressive or touching details in the style 
en oe aoe Roan of the martyrs. In fact this did happen 
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There is nothing of all this in the earliest Passion account. There are 
no edifying embellishments, no impressive words or gestures, no reference 
to an unshakable inward resignation (like that of Socrates). His death is 
described here with staggering simplicity: “Jesus gave a loud cry and 
breathed his last.” This loud inarticulate cry accords with the fear and 
trembling before death mentioned by all three Synoptists and toned down 
only in Luke, with a reference to an angelic manifestation, as a sign of 
God’s closeness. 

But what was peculiar about this death? This was evident even at that 
time. Jesus died not merely forsaken by men, but absolutely forsaken by 
God. The unique fellowship with God, which he thought he enjoyed, 
made his forsakenness by God in death all the more unique: “My God, 
my God, why have you deserted me?”3” This God and Father, with whom 
he had identified himself to the very end, did not at the end identify him- 


‚self with the sufferer. And so everything seemed as if it had never been: 


in vain. He who had announced publicly before the whole world the close- 
ness and the advent of God his Father died utterly forsaken by God and 
was thus publicly demonstrated before the whole world as godless: as 
someone judged by God himself, disposed of once and for all. And since 
the cause for which he had lived and fought was so closely linked with 
his person, his cause too perished with his person; there was no cause 
independent of himself. How could anyone have believed his word, after 
he had been silenced and brought to his death in this outrageous fashion? 

The Crucified was not left to be covered over with earth as executed 
Jews usually were. Roman custom permitted the body to be handed over 
to friends or relatives. We are told that it was not a disciple but an individ- 
ual sympathizer who appeared only at this juncture, the councillor Joseph 
of Arimathea, apparently not a member of the later community, who had 
the body buried in his private grave. The only witnesses were a few 
women. At an early stage Mark attached importance to the official notifi- 
cation of the death. And not only Mark but also the ancient profession of 
faith transmitted by Paul stresses the fact of the burial as something be- 
yond all doubt. But, although there was a great religious interest at that 
time in the graves of the Jewish martyrs and prophets, oddly enough there 
was never any cult associated with the grave of Jesus of Nazareth. 

Was everything at an end with the death of Jesus? In the next lecture 
it will be our task to justify theologically what is said about the resurrection 
and eternal life in view of a death like this. 


V. Difficulties with the 
resurrection of Jesus 


1. Apocryphal 


One thing is certain. Jesus’ death was not a sham death but a terrifyingly 
real, cruel death—forsaken by men and God. The reality of such a death 
must also be taken seriously in theological terms. Did his death mean that 
everything was finished? This is what we asked at the end of the last lec- 
ture. If we do not want to confirm Feuerbach’s suspicions of “projection,” 
we must answer this question with the utmost cautiousness. And it is not 
without good reason that I avoided the use of the words “belief in” in 
the title of the present lecture and spoke instead of “difficulties with.” If, 
as human beings of the twentieth century, we want to believe in some 
sort of resurrection, not only halfheartedly and with a bad conscience but 
honestly and with conviction, these difficulties must be faced squarely and 
without prejudices of belief or unbelief. 

The difficulties have not been invented by critical theologians, as naive 
and sometimes even malicious critics of modern theology often think. 
They lie not only in the matter itself but also and more particularly in 
the accounts, in the original documentation, of the event. At least from 
about two centuries ago, when the most acute polemicist of classical Ger- 
man literature, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, brought to the notice of an 
increasingly bewildered public under the title “Fragments by an Anony- 
mous Person” the unpublished works of the recently deceased Hamburg 
rationalist Hermann Samuel Reimarus (died 1768), Christian theology of 
every kind has continually been called to deal afresh with the problem 
of the credibility of the resurrection accounts in the New Testament. The 
essential thesis of Reimarus—expounded especially in the fragments “On 
the Aims of Jesus and His Disciples” and “On the Resurrection Stories” — 
runs as follows: the resurrection of Jesus is impossible to believe if only 
because the gospel reports contradict one another. In his “Rejoinder” 
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tion in the apocalyptic literature of the second century before Christ— 
lead us to suspect that with “raising up” or “resurrection” we are not 
dealing with one of those “eternal truths” which the Enlightenment re- 
garded as independent of historical fact. For the time being, then, we can- 
not spare ourselves the trouble of distinguishing between the sources as 
authentic or unauthentic, canonical or apocryphal. 

Resurrection or raising up? As noted at an earlier stage, without exclud- 
ing the term “resurrection,” I prefer generally to follow the New Testa- 
ment and to speak of “raising up,” in order to show that in Scripture 
it is basically a question not of an act of Jesus by his own power but 
of a work of God himself in regard to Jesus, the crucified, dead and buried. 
It is only as the one who is raised up (by God his Father) that Jesus 
is (himself) the risen one. 

The death of Jesus is anything but a secondary question, like some other 
questions in the New Testament. Whether—for instance—Jesus was born 
in Bethlehem or Nazareth, whether he was only once or several times in 
Jerusalem, whether he worked miracles and of what kind: all these are 
secondary questions, on which nothing substantial depends. But almost 
everything depends on whether Jesus was raised to life or not. And not 
only for the truth of our personal belief in Christ, which, according to 
Paul, is null and void without the raising up of Jesus.? But over and above 
this it is crucial also for the solution of the historical riddle of the emer- 
gence of Christianity. We also have to explain how a complete failure and 
a shameful death could be followed by an almost explosive propagation of 
this message and community under the very sign of someone hanged in 
shame on the gallows of the cross—all so very different from the gradual, 
quiet propagation of the teachings of the successful sages Buddha and 
Confucius, so very different from the largely violent propagation of the 
teachings of the successful prophet and military leader Muhammad. 

How in fact did the great turning point come about? All the testimonies 
at our disposal are unanimous on this point. The turning point was 
reached with what is commonly known as Easter, the etymology of which 
is not settled (Jacob Grimm appealed to Bede in connecting the term 
with a Germanic goddess Ostara or a Germanic spring festival). It might 
even be said that, without the reality lying behind the Christian “Easter, 
we would presumably not know a single word about this Jesus of Nazareth, 
who himself never wrote anything down and did not have anything re- 
corded. The story of Jesus’ action—which ended in the story of a Be 
with a disastrous outcome—would scarcely have been noted in the annals 
of world history if there had not been something like T Easter story, 
which also threw a quite different light on the action and t ‘ ee IS 
But—and here the difficulties begin to seem formidable—what lies behin 
the term “Easter,” what happened at this first Easter? 
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Some of the Church’s Easter texts, Easter hymns, Easter sermons, 
including Easter celebrations and Easter pictures—among these Matthias 
Griinewald’s masterpiece, the Isenheim altar painting of the resurrection— 
describe quite directly the event of the resurrection itself. A corpse be- 
comes alive again in a miraculous fashion, climbs out of the grave and 
goes up to heaven. The oldest description we possess of the resurrection 
runs as follows: “Now in the night whereon the Lord’s day dawned, as 
the soldiers were keeping guard two by two in every watch, there came 
a great sound in the heaven, and they saw the heavens opened and two 
men descend thence, shining with a great light, and drawing near unto 
the sepulchre. And that stone which had been set on the door rolled away 
of itself and went back to the side, and the sepulchre was opened and 
both of the young men entered in. When therefore those soldiers saw that, 
they waked up the centurion and the elders (for they also were there keep- 
ing watch); and while they were yet telling them the things which they 
had seen, they saw again three men come out of the sepulchre, and two 
of them sustaining the other, and a cross following after them. And of 
the two they saw that their heads reached unto heaven, but of him that 
was led by them that it overpassed the heavens. And they heard a voice 
out of the heavens saying: Hast thou preached unto them that sleep? And 
an answer was heard from the cross saying: Yes. Those men therefore took 
counsel with one another to go and report these things unto Pilate.”® 

An odd story? Its source is the Gospel of Peter, mentioned in the fourth 
century by Eusebius, the emperor Constantine’s court bishop and historiog- 
rapher, and the text of which had been known earlier at the turn of the 
second to the third century to Bishop Serapion; a lengthy fragment was 
brought to light again by a parchment manuscript discovered in a tomb 
near Akhmim in Upper Egypt in winter 1966-67. Two conclusions can 
be drawn: 

First: This first description of the event of Jesus’ resurrection, circulated 
only over a small area, comes—as Bishop Serapion found—not from the 
apostle Peter but from an unknown author of the second century, written 
presumably about A.D. 150, that is, about a hundred and twenty years after 
Jesus’ death. 

Second: The early Church never accepted this gospel as a “genuine,” 
canonical gospel, but always considered it as a “nongenuine” apocryphal 
gospel and excluded it from readings in church services. That is why it 
remained for so long largely unknown. i 


i And quite rightly so. For this Gospel of Peter, despite its evangelically 
simple language, differs substantially from the “genuine” 


ticularly gospels and par- 


in regard to the resurrection. Why? Not onl ER 3 
i i a ; f y because it is fantas 
tically embellished: with a stone that rolls to the side by itself; with the 
two angels and Jesus, who become cosmic giants; with a cross that can 
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move on its own and even talk. But especially because it describes, in a 
naively dramatic form with the aid of legendary details, the resurrection 
itself as an event taking place wholly in public, visible for all the Roman 
and Jewish guards and thus—so to speak—for police records. 

The “genuine,” canonical writings are quite different. They never de- 
scribe the resurrection of Jesus itself, but only what happened for believing 
witnesses after the resurrection. In that sense the Gospel of Peter, al- 
though it emerged only about 150 A.D., can rightly be described as the 
earliest description of the resurrection event. In the whole of the New 
Testament however no one claims to have been himself a witness of the 
resurrection event. Even though in the Synoptics also there are accounts 
of appearances of angels at the tomb, the event itself precedes these ap- 
pearances and consequently is not an object of the description. That is to 
say: according to the genuine gospels, no one was present at the resurrec- 
tion, and the later appearances were not for a wider public but were re- 
stricted to a few women and disciples among the followers of Jesus. These 
apocryphal accounts should therefore be compared with more reliable 
sources. 


2. The recognized testimonies 


By contrast we may look at the surprisingly brief Easter story as re- 
corded by the earliest evangelist Mark, perhaps almost a century before 
the Gospel of Peter, about 70 A.D., obviously leaving out the resurrection 
itself: “When the sabbath was over, Mary of Magdala, Mary the mother 
of James, and Salome, bought spices with which to go and anoint him. 
And very early in the morning on the first day of the weck they went 
to the tomb, just as the sun was rising. They had been saying to one an- 
other, ‘Who will roll away the stone for us from the entrance to the tomb? 
But when they looked they could see that the stone—which was very big— 
had already been rolled back. On entering the tomb they saw a young 
man in a white robe seated on the right-hand side, and they were struck 
with amazement. But he said to them, ‘There is no need for alarm. You 
are looking for Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified; he has risen, he is 
not here. See, here is the place where they laid him. But you must go 
and tell his disciples and Peter, “He is going before you to Galilee; it is 
there you will see him, just as he told you.”” And the women Sn 
and ran away from the bomb abecaus® mey were Be out of their 
its; ‚said nothing to a soul, for they were atraıd. 
N en the end of the gospel according to Mark. Spec- 
ulations about another ending—perhaps lost—to Mark's gospel are point 
less. What we have of the original Gospel of Mark with reference to the 
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resurrection are these eight verses and they are sufficient, when compared 
with the Gospel of Peter, to make clear that everything described here 
happens after the resurrection. Mark attests only the resurrection or— 
more precisely—proclaims the resurrection message; and here this spreads 
not amazement and “Easter” joy but terror and fear: “they said nothing 
to a soul, for they were afraid.” This too may sound unfamiliar to the 
ears of churchgoers; for over the centuries, at least in the Catholic Church, 
this last sentence at the end of the whole gospel has simply not been read 
out, since it seemed obviously inappropriate in the midst of Easter joy. 
Moreover it should be noted that all this took place in the presence only 
of this group of women, regarded as dubious witnesses at that time. The 
sole name transmitted everywhere—even in the later gospels—is that of 
Mary of Magdala (of Mary the mother of Jesus—both at the cross and 
also in the resurrection stories—the synoptic gospels do not say a word); 
and, according to the late Gospel of John, Mary of Magdala is the only 
one who went out to the tomb on the Sunday morning, out of piety, to 
anoint Jesus. 

Does not this very reserve of the New Testament gospels in regard to 
the resurrection of Jesus make us all the more confident in their authen- 
ticity? And, conversely, do not the interest in exaggerating and the craving 
for demonstration, typical of the apocrypha, render the latter more incredi- 
ble? The New Testament Easter testimonies in any case are meant to be 
not testimonies to the resurrection as event but testimonies to the risen 
One ds person. 

Testimonies—it must be noted—and not simply reports. The Easter 
stories each and all are not nonpartisan documentary accounts by disinter- 
ested observers but faithful testimonies of adherence to Jesus by highly 
interested and committed persons. That is, they are not so much historical 
as theological documents: not official reports or chronicles, but testimonies 
of faith. The Easter faith, which determined the whole Jesus tradition 
from the beginning, obviously determined also the Easter accounts them- 
selves—which certainly impedes seriously from the very outset the process 
of discovering the historical truth. Methodically of course there is no other 
way. We must ask, not about the Easter message in isolation, but about 


the diversely developed and complicated Easter stories, in order to discover 
in them the original Easter message." 


3. Explication and complications 


A close analysis of the Easter accounts actually reveals unsurmount- 
able discrepancies and inconsistencies in the tradition. It is true that at- 


tempts have constantly been made to combine the material harmoniously 
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into a uniform tradition. But in vain. Agreement is lacking, to put it 
briefly, (1) in regard to the persons involved: Peter, Mary from Magdala 
and the other Mary, the disciples, the apostles, the twelve, the Emmaus 
disciples, five hundred of the brethren, James, Paul; (2) in regard to the 
locality of the events: Galilee (a mountain there, the sea of Tiberias) or 
Jerusalem (at the tomb of Jesus, at a meeting place); (3) in regard to the 
whole sequence of appearances: on the morning and on the evening of 
Easter Sunday, eight days and forty days later. Everywhere harmoniza- 
tion turns out to be impossible, unless we are willing to put up with an 
alteration of the texts and a minimizing of differences. 

Obviously however there was no need and no desire in the primitive 
Church for any sort of uniform scheme, it was possible to live without a 
smooth harmony of the gospels, not to speak of anything like a biography 
of the risen Christ. The fact that the New Testament writers display no 
interest either in any sort of completeness or in a particular sequence or 
in a critical historical scrutiny of the different reports at all makes clear 
how much more important is another feature in the individual narratives: 
primarily, as is clear in Mark, the vocation and mission of the disciples; 
then in Luke and John increasingly also the real identity of the risen 
Christ with the pre-Easter Jesus. 

This tendency to expand the traditional material in the gospels is not 
to be concealed. This is important for its interpretation. The Gospel of 
Mark as the earliest (written about 70 A.D.) is—as we saw—surprisingly 
sparse. The two gospels after that of Mark, the longer gospels of Mat- 
thew and Luke, display—for apologetical reasons—considerable altera- 
tions and additions. It is easy—even for the nonexpert—to test this in 
a New Testament “synopsis” (comprehensive view), where the basic gos- 
pel texts for the resurrection® are seen placed alongside each other. Mat- 
thew constructs in narrative form a connection between the appearances 
at the tomb in Jerusalem and the Galilean appearance with an appear- 
ance of Jesus himself to the women. New features in his gospel include: 
firstly the earthquake, then the story of the guards at the tomb and the 
carrying out of the order of the angel and of Jesus to go to Sl finally 
the appearance to the eleven on the mountain In Galilee with t ; g 
mand to carry out their mission and to baptize. Luke however eletes 
without more ado the command to go to Galilee. He passes Over in silence 
the Galilean appearance and concentrates the entire Easter event in time 


and place on what was for him the theologically and ecclesiastically de- 


cisively important ecclesiastical center of Jerusalem. His additional features 


are the esthetically composed story of the Emmaus disciples, the appear- 


i brief farewell speech and a short account 
ance to the eleven in Jerusalem, a bri en aur 


of an ascent by Jesus into heaven, which is 
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taken up in Luke’s Acts of the Apostles and there quite considerably 
enlarged. 

At the same time a number of things, which had meanwhile become 
part of the Church’s practice, were ascribed in the later gospels to the 
activity and the mandate of the risen Christ: in Matthew the mission 
to the Gentiles and baptism; in Luke the breaking of bread (which in 
the Emmaus scene was bound to remind every reader of the Last Supper): 
in John the position of Peter and the power (for every believer) to for- 
give sins. In Matthew and Mark one angel appears, in Luke and John 
there are two. 

The Gospel of John, written even later than the others, probably about 
100 A.D., has many points of contact with Luke but has also new features 
and themes: the conversation with Mary Magdalen, the race of Peter 
and the anonymous beloved disciple to the tomb, the meeting in the room 
in Jerusalem with the gift of the Spirit on Easter evening, the story of 
the unbelieving Thomas with the theme of doubt most solidly devel- 
oped here. Still later—in order to bring out the experience of identity 
—a whole chapter was added with the appearance at the Lake of Genne- 
sareth, a miraculous catch of fish followed by a meal and the special com- 
mission to Peter to feed the sheep. Here again we have the theme of the 
competition between Peter—to whom the first appearance and precedency 
are confirmed—and the beloved disciple, who is presented in the fourth 
gospel obviously as the real guarantor of the tradition. 

Seen as a whole, the development of the Easter message is extremely 
complex. But important conclusions can be drawn from it. From the his- 
torical standpoint, the Easter faith could have emerged most probably in 
Galilee, where Jesus’ followers assembled again after their flight, in order 
to go up to Jerusalem and await there the return of the exalted Son of 
Man. The various extensions, displacements and developments of the 
Easter message—quantitatively expressed, eight verses in Mark and fifty- 
four in John—cannot however lay claim a priori to historicity merely on 
the basis of the description of the sources, but might have a largely legend- 
ary character, The diversity of the accounts results from the diversity and 
the particular theological character of the communities, the transmittors 
and the editors. 
ee ere fie mara to ask wha 
Biches and eee eee x ccubesting statements and ideas, images, 
faced with the question as to ee Va laang Dy find themselves 

er perhaps all the Easter stories amount 

to no more than legend. The answer is that this is certainly not so in 

the sense that everything here might be pious inve ra an y ja ee 

in the sense that the Easter stories with their tim n on: a i N ae 
in form and content are meant to illustrat e-conditioned restra 

€, make concrete and defend 
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the reality of the new life of the risen Christ. What at first may seem 
alarming to a person with a traditional education, on closer examination 
may turn out to have a truly liberating effect. The Easter message is not 
identical with the details of the Easter stories here described. It is no more 
identical with these than the biblical message of creation is identical with 
the details of the biblical narrative of the six days’ work of God the Cre- 
ator. I can believe in the truth of Easter without having to accept as liter- 
ally true each and every one of the Easter stories. Once again it is not 
a question of police reports but of testimonies of faith (increasingly devel- 
oped as an aid to proclamation). And the consequence of this understand- 
ing is that a concentration on the essentials of the Easter message is 
unavoidable. In order to see this more clearly, we must go back to the 
earliest resurrection testimony, which however comprises only four 
statements. 


4. The earliest Easter testimony 


The earliest Easter testimony is not found in the gospels. It is found in 
the Pauline letters, which are a whole generation earlier than even the 
Gospel of Mark; in fact they represent the earliest documents of the New 
Testament as a whole. 

As early as 55/56 a.p. the apostle Paul wrote from Ephesus in Asia 
Minor to the Church which he had founded in Corinth. And in Chapter 
15 of this First Letter to the Corinthians we find that Easter testimony, 
which Paul had “taught” the Church of Corinth at its foundation and 
which he himself had been “taught,” probably going back for its language, 
authority and personal interest to the primitive Church of Jerusalem: a 
document in any case belonging to 35-45 A.D., when Paul—shortly after 
Jesus’ death—became a Christian and an apostle. Paul cites this profession 
of faith and complements it with a list—open to the scrutiny of contempo- 
raries—of witnesses to the resurrection to whom the risen Christ “made 
himself visible,” “appeared,” “revealed himself,” whom therefore he met— 
in whatever fashion—and of whom the majority were still living and could 

e questioned in 6. 
: Te text runs ( ees too it is possible to observe the differences not 
only from the apocryphal Gospel of Peter but also from the narratives of 
nical gospels) : 
era fren fa a first place, I taught you what I had been taught 
myself, namely that Christ died for our sins, in accordance with the scrip- 
tures; that he was buried; and that he was raised to life on the third day, 
in accordance with the scriptures; that he appeared first to Cephas and 
secondly to the Twelve. Next he appeared to more than five hundred of 
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the brothers at the same time, most of whom are still alive, though some 
have died; then he appeared to James, and then to all the apostles: and 
last of all he appeared to me too; it was as though I was born when no 
one expected it.”* 

The differences between the earliest Easter testimony and the later 
Easter stories are obvious: 


e The resurrection narratives increasingly developed that which was re- 
ported and differ considerably among themselves. This earliest Easter 
testimony has the brevity of an official statement. 

e The Easter stories of the evangelists show a clear trend to legendary em- 
bellishment (tales told to astonished listeners). Paul’s testimony sounds 
like a profession of faith; it may have been a summary in catechism 
form, possibly to be learned by heart in the course of catechesis. 

e The evangelists attach importance to the empty tomb as an illustration 

of the Easter message. With Paul on the other hand (and also in the 

rest of the New Testament books) the empty tomb (and likewise the 
angels) is not mentioned at all: what Paul insists on is that Jesus en- 
countered his disciples as a living person. 

And while the stories of the tomb are not supported by any direct wit- 

nesses, in the Pauline letters (decades before the gospels) there are 

found various statements by Paul himself, about the “appearances,” the 

“revelations” of the risen Christ. 


It was not by the empty tomb but by the “appearances” or “revelations” — 
probably objective or subjective visions or hearings, in any case calls to 
proclamation akin to those of the prophets—that Jesus’ disciples came to 
believe in his resurrection to eternal life. The controversy about the empty 
tomb therefore is an unreal controversy. Even critical exegetes allow for 
the possibility that the tomb might have been empty. But what does that 
prove? An empty tomb is not as such a proof of resurrection. There are 
many explanations of it and even the evangelists mention a number of 
“possibilities,” when opposing tendentious Jewish rumors, such as decep- 
tion by the disciples, theft of the corpse, confusion in regard to the body, 
sham death. Which means that the empty tomb has no more to say than 
“He is not here.” To this must be added expressly—what is by no means 
obvious—“he is risen.” And this is precisely what anyone can be told with- 
out the evidence of an empty tomb. For, whatever is thought about the 
historicity of the empty tomb, neither Jesus’ resurrection nor ours is de- 
pendent on an empty tomb. The reanimation of a corpse is not a pre- 
condition for rising to eternal life. Hence for Paul too (and for the rest 
of the New Testament letters) what is decisive is not the ty tomb 
which he does not mention at all, but the proof of Jesus as a on, 
Christian faith therefore appeals not to the empty tomb but to the en- 
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counter with the living Christ himself; “Why look among the dead for 
someone who is alive?”8 

Is the resurrection, then, not a historical event? To be exact, it is not 
a historical but nevertheless a real event. What does this mean? 

“Not a historical event” means that the addition “risen on the third 
day” is not so much a historical as a theological assertion: three—so often 
a symbolic number (for example, with reference to the prophet Jonah be- 
ing three days in the belly of the fish)®—is to be understood not as a 
calendar date, but as a “sacred number,” as the salvation date for a day 
of salvation, as in Hosea’s words—above quoted—about rising on the third 
day. In so far as it is a question of entering into God’s eternal life beyond 
space and time, this is a life that cannot be established by the means and 
methods of historical research. The resurrection is not an event in space 
and time. It is not a miracle, breaking through the laws of nature, ascer- 
tainable in the present world; it is not a supernatural intervention that 
can be located and dated in space and time. There was no means then 
of photographing or registering an event. Historically ascertainable are the 
death of Jesus and after that the Easter faith and the Easter message of 
the disciples; the historian goes into these two public events, the death 
of Jesus and the faith of the disciples. But the resurrection itself is not 
a public event and cannot be pinned down or objectified. It would be 
too much to ask more than this of historical science, which, like chemical, 
biological, psychological, sociological or theological science, never grasps 
more than one aspect of many-sided reality. And this is completely in ac- 
cordance with the understanding of historical science itself, since—in virtue 
of its own premises—it deliberately, methodically excludes that very reality 
which alone comes into question for an explanation of the resurrection 
and consummation as well as for that of creation and conservation: the 
reality of God. 

It is not then a historical, but certainly a real event. The very fact 
that it is God’s action that is involved in the resurrection means that it 
is not merely a fictitious or imagined but in the deepest sense a real event: 
admittedly only for someone who is not a neutral observer, but who com- 
mits himself to it in reasonable trust. What happened bursts through and 
transcends the limits of history. It is a question of a transcendent hap- 

i i ut of human death into the all-embracing dimension 
ee holly new mode of existence in the 
of God. Resurrection is related to a wholly nev le or j 

i i i f the eternal, described pictorially and in need 
wholly different dimension 0 Seer ins ast nati 
f interpretation. The fact that God has the last word at P 
= thir is at an end humanly speaking is the true miracle of resurrec- 
verythin ) or 
Go E of the new creation of life out of sae Da a a ie 
object of historical knowledge, but it is a call and an offer 3 


alone can get at the reality of the risen person. 
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It has now become clear that Jesus’ resurrection does not mean merely 
that his “cause” goes on and remains historically linked with his name, 
while he himself no longer exists, no longer lives, but is dead and remains 
dead. It is not like the “cause” of the deceased Monsieur Eiffel: the man 
is dead, but he lives on in the Eiffel Tower; it is not as with Goethe, 
who is dead, but continues to live in the sense that he remains alive in 
his work and his memory. With Jesus it is a question of the living person 
and for that reason of his cause. The reality of the living person himself 
cannot be left out of consideration. Jesus’ cause—given up as lost by his 
disciples—is decided by God himself by raising him to life: Jesus’ cause 
makes sense and continues, because he himself did not remain—a failure— 
in death but lives on completely justified by God. There are no new divine 
revelations here, but he himself is made manifest as God’s true revealer. 
Even in his lifetime he had opposed the conservative, literal interpretation 
of Scripture by the temple hierarchy, appealed to the God of life and ar- 
gued for the resurrection of the dead.1° Jesus’ disciples then appealed to 
the same God of life by proclaiming the resurrection of the crucified Jesus 
to life. 

The faith that is demanded here therefore is not related to any pious 
legends or sensational oddities. Nor directly to visions, hearings or any kind 
of experiences, which may have been for both Paul and also the other 
disciples the first impetus to belief; our understanding of mental activities 
and mystical experiences is still too limited—as we saw—to explain what 
are the “things between heaven and earth” beyond our philosophy and all 
the reality lying behind the Old and New Testament stories of calls to 
prophecy and apostleship. The resurrection faith—a truly reasonable 
attitude of trust and hope—is directed to the reality and the efficacy of 
God himself, who in Jesus conquered death. 

Resurrection then is undoubtedly a happening of faith. Does this mean 
that the resurrection depends on my faith or that it then depended on 
the disciples faith? Easter is not a function of the disciples’ faith. Jesus 
does not live through their faith. Easter is primarily an event for Jesus 
himself. Jesus lives again through God—as a challenge to faith. The pre- 
pee of the new life is not the temporal but the objective priority 
ee nae Ei en this way that the faith becomes possible, 
rection message is eo a ee a obeelivesTherenr 
ee Sa of faith, not a product of faith. 
ER en pni eading formulation, “Jesus rose into the 

yg P. n), ~* this means that Jesus lives (incidentally, ac- 
cording to Bultmann also), not because he is proclaimed. but he is pro- 
claimed because he lives.1* This situation kre di f nt f 3 that 
described in Rodion Shchedrin’s oratorio Lenin in the er nn 
where the red guard sings at Lenin’s deathbed: “No, no, no! That cannot 
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be! Lenin lives, lives, lives!” which means that only Lenin’s cause goes on. 
After these reflections—which were aimed not at reduction but at con- 


centration—the question can be raised: What is essential about the Easter 
message? 


5. The essential Easter message 


With all its difficulties, the message emerges from something quite simple 
and aims at something simple. And in this respect the different primitive 
Christian witnesses, the letters and the gospels, the Acts of the Apostles 
and the Book of Revelation, are unanimous, despite all the discrepancies 
and inconsistencies of the diverse traditions. The Crucified lives forever 
with God—as obligation and hope for us. The people of the New Testa- 
ment are sustained, even fascinated, by the certainty that the one who 
was killed did not remain dead but is alive and that the person who clings 
to him and follows him will likewise live. The new, eternal life of this 
One becomes a challenge and a real hope for all. No new dogma is pro- 
claimed here, but there is a new call to discipleship, to die with Christ 
and to rise with him, as Paul expresses it.!* 

This then is the Easter message, this is the Easter faith. A truly cataclys- 
mic, “revolutionary” message, very easy to reject even then and not only 
today. “We would like to hear you talk about this again,” was the response 
of some skeptics—according to Luke’s account—to Paul’s preaching on the 
Areopagus.!5 This however did not hold up the victorious progress of the 
message, which—and here Bloch is undoubtedly right—was quite substan- 
tially a message of eternal life. 

The historical riddle of the origin of Christianity is thus seen to 
be solved in a provocative fashion. The documents unanimously show that 
the reasons why Jesus’ cause continued lie in Jesus of Nazareth himself 
seen and recognized as living and in the new experiences of belief in Jesus 
of Nazareth: here lie the reasons why the very successful Jesus movement 
arose after his death, why there was a new beginning after Jesus’ failure, 
why a community of believers came into existence after the flight of the 
disciples. As a profession of faith in Jesus of Nazareth as the living, 
powerful Christ, Christianity begins with Easter. Without Easter there 
would be no gospel, not a single narrative, not a letter in the New Testa- 
ment. Without Easter, Christendom would have no belief in Christ, no 
proclamation of Christ, nor any Church, any divine worship, any mission. 

But we must not forget what became clear in the last lecture. The Easter 
faith had been already prepared in Judaism, in Persian times after the 
Babylonian exile. This Jewish faith, with its apocalyptic background, is 
taken for granted in the New Testament as a whole. This Jewish faith, 
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which—as we saw—must of course be freed from purely time-conditioned 
apocalyptic imagery, is summed up in Christianity in its ultimate clarity 
and depth. This means that there are features common to Jews and Chris- 
tians and also differences between them: 


e Common features: Both Jews and Christians believe in the resurrec- 
tion of the dead. The belief of Jews and of Christians rests on the fact 
that for them the living God is the unswervingly faithful God, as he 
is constantly encountered in the history of Israel. He is the Creator who 
keeps faith with his creature and partner, come what may. Who does 
not take back his assent to life, but at its very limits again assents to 
that first assent. In death he is faithful beyond death. Might not this 
solidarity of hope, which has its ground in belief in one and the same 
God, be made a basis of Jewish-Christian understanding??° 

© What however Jews expect for all men in the future has come already 
for Christians in the One, as sign of obligation and hope for all. Jewish 
belief in a general resurrection and the particular belief in the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus are therefore reciprocally related. The first Christians see 
the resurrection of Jesus against the background of Jewish hope in a 
universal resurrection of the dead. But at the same time Jesus’ resurrec- 
tion confirms the Jewish belief in a universal resurrection, by which the 
unique significance of this Jesus for humanity becomes manifest. That 
is to say: the resurrection of Jesus must be understood as the beginning 
of the universal resurrection of the dead, the beginning of the new age, 
the beginning of the end of this age, the fulfillment of the imminent 
expectation. In him and only in him has the new life out of death been 
revealed. Might not this Christian belief—often mistakenly regarded as 


superseding Jewish belief—be understood in fact as the fulfillment of 
it?17 


Christians then do not merely say: “Since there is a universal resurrection 
of the dead, this One in particular must have been raised up.” But they 
also say with Paul: “Since this One has been raised up, there is also a 
universal resurrection of the dead.” For Paul the resurrection of Jesus and 
hope in a universal resurrection of the dead cannot be separated. That 
is to say: since this One lives and has from God such a unique significance 
for all, all those will live who trustingly commit themselves to him. To 
all who share in the lot of Jesus there js offered a share in God’s victory 


over death. Jesus is thus the firstfruit of the dead.18 
from the dead.1° e dead,}8 the first to be born 


But in this connection the question is us 


; > ually rai his 
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6. Resurrection of the body? 


How are we to imagine the resurrection? The answer is: not at all. “Raising 
up” and “resurrection” are metaphorical, pictorial terms, as used for awak- 
ening and rising from sleep. But with waking and rising from death, there 
is no question of returning to the wakeful state of ordinary life, but of 
a radical transformation into a wholly different, unparalleled, definitive 
state: eternal life. Here there is nothing to be depicted, imagined, objecti- 
fied, It would not be a different life at all if we could give it visual shape 
with the aid of ideas and images drawn from our ordinary life, so to speak 
as a heightening and transcending of everyday wishes and yearnings into 
a paradisially depicted heaven. “The things that no eye has seen and no 
ear has heard”: neither our eyes nor ears nor our imagination can help 
us here; they can only mislead us. The new life remains something for 
which we can hope, but which is beyond our vision or imagination. 

Totaliter aliter, totally otherwise. Language here reaches its limits. Just 
as the physicist tries to describe the intangible nature of light in the atomic 
and subatomic fields with the aid of contrary ideas or metaphors such as 
wave and corpuscle and with intangible mathematical formulas, so we too 
can attempt to describe this wholly different eternal life with the aid of 
metaphors, images and symbols, or even conceptually with contrary, para- 
doxical ideas, which associate with a wholly different life what must al- 
ways remain a contrast in the present life. In the appearance accounts the 
New Testament also seizes on such paradoxes at the extreme limit of what 
can be imagined: not a phantom and yet not palpable, perceptible-im- 
perceptible, visible-invisible, comprehensible-incomprehensible, material- 
immaterial, within and beyond space and time. And Paul especially uses 
highly qualified expressions and works at the description of the reality of 
the resurrection unobtrusively with paradoxical ciphers, which themselves 
point to the limits of the expressible: an imperishable “spit body, 21 
a “body of glory,”22 which has emerged by a radical “change”?® from me 
perishable body of flesh and which is as different as the plant from the 
seed a 4 is simply not the 

When Paul speaks of resurrection, what he means is simp 2 i 
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in the totality of his mental-bodily existence. It is not a question of the 
‘soul, but of the person as a living unit of corporeal-mental being founded 
by God’s call.”25 
In the light of modern anthropology the Platonic-Augustinian-Car- 
tesian body-soul dualism has largely ceased to count. The designation 
“soul”—understood as the bearer (substrate) of psychological events and 
phenomena or as the Aristotelian “form” (entelechy) of the body—is 
scarcely used any longer as a scientific term; the designation “psyche” 
more generally used does not mean a substantial principle of life, distinct 
from the body, but simply the totality of conscious and unconscious emo- 
tional events and spiritual (intellectual) functions. The Protestant theo- 
logian Wolfhart Pannenberg draws attention emphatically to the fact that 
modern anthropology—or, more precisely, behavioral science—has aban- 
doned the description of the human person as “constructed from two quite 
different materials”: “It makes use of a terminology which intentionally 
leaves aside the distinction between the corporeal and the mental by speak- 
ing of the ‘behavior’ of animals as we speak of human behavior. Any 
mode of behavior includes features which were formerly assigned to body 
or to soul. But a separation of this kind is artificial. Living behavior can 
never be neatly divided between body and soul. What is more, the distinc- 
tion between body and soul itself presupposes a fundamental unity.” But 
how then do we come to have a familiar peculiar experience of a special 
mental interior world? “For anthropological behavioral science this experi- 
ence is explained by the peculiarity of our corporeal behavior itself. The 
interior world of a soundless thinking and imagining is distinguished from 
the external world only for the person who can already speak. . . . Lan- 
guage, which is the condition for the emergence of a special mental interior 
world, itself emerges from a person’s contact with his environment. The 
distinction between the inner and the outer world then is not an original 
datum, it is derived from the person’s corporeal behavior. It follows that 
there is not an independent reality known as ‘soul’ in man as opposed 
to ‘body,’ any more than there is a purely mechanical or unconsciously 
moving body. Both are abstractions. What is real is solely the unity of 
the self-moving living being, man, in his behavior in regard to the world.”2¢ 
It is true that even today we can still speak of “soul”: at least negatively 
(a “soulless business, a “soulless robot”) or in an old-fashioned style (a 
village of five hundred souls, you, my soul”), also poetically (the “soul 
of a people, two souls dwell in my breast”) or liturgically (“my soul 
Een the Tog ) or even abbreviated in a modern way (SOS = “Save 
our soy s Je 5 om soul” is often used as a kind of code word to indi- 
SH en, rn © the human person. If we deliberately 
= ne eee an attempting to objectify the soul, misunder- 
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good “soul,” we prefer today to speak of a worthy, honest, loyal, good “per- 
son ; someone too who has “care of souls” now attaches importance to 
the fact that he is concerned with the living human being as a whole and 
not only with his immortal part. Corporeal and mental can never be found 
in a completely pure form, not even in dreams. Bodily and mental qualities 
are linked with the parental chromosomes and present in each individual 
even in the cradle; consequently there is a psychophysical process behind 
every state of consciousness. Body and soul are thus always simultaneously 
present and—both psychology and medicine attach importance to this fact 
today—as a psychosomatic unity. We have become accustomed to talk of 
our one “ego,” of the human “person” or simply of the one “human being”; 
for it is the one whole person who feels, thinks, wills, suffers, acts. 

It is obvious then that biblical and modern anthropological thinking 
converge in their conception of man as a body-soul unity, a fact that is 
of crucial importance also for the question of a life after death. When 
the New Testament speaks of resurrection, it does not refer to the natural 
continuance of a spirit-soul independent of our bodily functions. What 
it means—following the tradition of Jewish theology—is the new creation, 
the transformation of the whole person by God's life-creating Spirit. Man 
is not released then—platonically—from his corporality. He is released with 
and in his—now glorified, spiritualized—corporality: a new creation, a new 
man. Easter is not a feast of immortality, of a postulate of practical reason: 
it is a feast of Christ, of the crucified Christ now glorified. 

Is it then a bodily resurrection, a raising up of man with his body? Yes 
and no. No, if we understand “body” in physiological terms as this 
actual body, the “corpse,” the “remains.” Yes, if “body” is understood in 
the New Testament sense as “soma,” not so much physiologically as per- 
sonally: as the identical personal reality, the same self with its entire 
history, which is mistakenly neglected in the Buddhist doctrine of reincar- 
nation, even though the latter stresses the new (admittedly earthly) cor- 
porality. When we talk of the resurrection of the body, we mean then, 
as the Catholic theologian Franz Josef Nocke expresses it, that not only 
man’s naked self is saved through death, when all earthly history is left 
behind, all relationships with other human beings become meaningless; 
bodily resurrection means that a person's life history and all the aac 
ships established in the course of this history ents together into the con- 
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dogmatic theologian Wilhelm Bruening, rightly. “He loves a body that 
is marked by all the tribulation and also by the ceaseless longing of a 
pilgrimage, a body that has left behind many traces in the course of this 
pilgrimage in a world which has become human through these very 
traces. . . . Resurrection of the body means that none of all this is lost 
to God, since he loves man, He has gathered together all dreams and not 
a single smile has escaped his notice. Resurrection of the body means that 
in God man rediscovers not only his last moment but his history.”28 

This history rediscovered in God can certainly be understood as history 
consummated. For it is not as a lesser, mentally or physically fragmentary 
being that I enter into God but as a finished reality. Nor do I enter into 
God—as Indian thought suggests—like a drop of water into the sea, if only 
because a human being is not a drop of water and God is more than a 
sea. By losing himself into the reality of God, man gains himself. By en- 
tering into the infinite, the finite person loses his limits, so that the present 
contrast of personal and impersonal is transcended and transformed into 
the transpersonal. If ultimate reality is not nothingness, but that All which 
we call God, death is not so much destruction as a metamorphosis: vita 
mutatur, non tollitur, “life is changed, not ended,” it is said in the preface 
of the Catholic requiem mass. It does not mean ending, still less perishing, 
but consummation; not a diminishing, but a fulfilling, infinite fulfillment. 


7. What is the meaning of “living eternally”? 


What then does the New Testament mean with its various conceptual 
models and narrative forms when it speaks of “eternal life”? Against the 
background of the material displayed here, we may attempt to describe 
this life with two negative definitions and one positive. 

1. No return to this life in space and time. What the New Testament 
means by “resurrection” is something quite different from what happens 
in Friedrich Dürrenmatt’s play The Meteor, where a corpse (in fact, a 
sham) is resuscitated and returns to a completely unchanged earthly life.?° 
Neither can Jesus’ resurrection be confused with taisings of the dead in 


antiquity. These we find isolated in ancient literature about miracle work- 


ers (even attested by doctors); we find them also reported in three in- 


stances of Jesus (daughter of Jairus,2° young man of Nain,3! Lazarus*?). 
Quite apart from the historical credibility of such legendary ea (sur- 
prisingly, Mark and the other Synoptic evangelists have nothing about the 
sensational raising of Lazarus from the dead at the gates of Jerusalem), 
it must be said that what is meant by the resurrection of Jesus is simply 
not the temporary resuscitation of a corpse. Even in Luke’s account Jesus 
did not simply return to biological earthly life, in order eventually—like 
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others raised from the dead—to die again. No, death is not countermanded 
but definitively conquered. According to the New Testament conception, 
the Risen One has death—this ultimate frontier—definitively behind him. 
He has entered into a wholly different “heavenly” life: into the life of 
God, for which very diverse expressions and ideas were used already in 
the New Testament. s 

2. Not a continuation of this life in space and time. It is then some- 
thing quite different from the banal-boring, temporal timeless life de- 
scribed in Max Frisch’s Triptychon. It is misleading to speak of “after” 
death: eternity is not defined in terms of “before” and “after.” What it 
means is a new life, beyond the dimension of space and time, in God’s in- 
visible, imperishable, incomprehensible domain. It is not simply an endless 
“further”: further living, further carrying on, further going on. It is some- 
thing definitively new: new human being and new world. It is that which 
finally breaks through the return of the eternally same “die and perish” 
of nature and the myth that is so impressed on Indian thought. Defini- 
tively to be with God and so to have definitive life: that is what is meant. 

3. Assumption into the absolutely final and absolutely first reality. If 
we are not to speak in metaphors, raising up (resurrection) and exaltation 
(taking up, ascension, glorification) must be seen as an identical, unique 
event. And it is a happening in connection with death in the impenetrable 
hiddenness of God. In all its variations the Easter message means purely 
and simply one thing: 


o Jesus did not die into nothingness. In death and from death he died 
into that incomprehensible and comprehensive absolutely final and ab- 
solutely first reality, was accepted by that reality, which we designate 
by the name of God. When man attains his eschaton, the absolutely 
final point in his life, what awaits him there? Not nothing, even believers 
in nirvana would say that much. But that All which for Jews, Christians 
and Muslims is the one true God. Death is a passing into God, isa 
homecoming into God’s mystery, is assumption into his glory. Strictly 
speaking, only an atheist can say that death is the end of everything. 


In death man is taken out of the conditions surrounding and determining 
him. Seen from the world, from outside as it were, death means total unre- 
latedness, the breaking off of all relationships to persons and things. But 
seen from God’s standpoint, from inside as it were, death means a Hal 
new relationship: to him as the ultimate reality. In death a new, eterna 
future is offered to man, to the whole, undivided person: 
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e A new future, not in our space or In OUT time, not “here” and “now 


“on this side.” 
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e But not in a different space or a different time, and not in an “up there” 
or “over there,” an “outside” or “above,” in the “beyond.” 

e A new future wholly different. Man’s last, decisive, wholly different road 
does not lead back like that of the merely clinically dead into ordinary 
life nor like that of the cosmonauts out into the universe or even 
beyond this. But—if we want to make use of metaphors—it is a depar- 
ture inward: a retreat as it were into the innermost primal ground and 
primal meaning of world and man, into the ineffable mystery of our 
reality—out of death into life, out of the visible into the invisible, out 
of mortal darkness into God’s eternal light. Not an arbitrary interven- 
tion contrary to the laws of nature, but an interception at the point 
where nature can go no further with its own laws. 


8. Resurrection today 


What does this resurrection of Jesus mean for me here and now? In con- 
clusion I shall try to explain this concisely in three points. 

a. Resurrection means a radicalizing of belief in God. We saw that be- 
lieving in a resurrection does not mean believing in any sort of unverifiable 
curiosities and certainly does not mean having to believe something “in 
addition” to belief in God. No, belief in the resurrection is not an appen- 
dage to belief in God; it is precisely the radicalization of belief in God, 
the crucial test that belief in God has to face. Why? Because I cannot stop 
halfway with my unconditional trust, but must follow the road consistently 
to its end. Since I entrust to this God everything, in fact what is absolutely 
final, victory over death. Since I have a reasonable confidence that the 
almighty Creator, who calls us from not-being into being, can also call 
us from death into life. Since I am confident in the Creator and Conserver 
of the cosmos that even in death he will still have something to say that 
goes beyond the limits of all that has hitherto been experience; that he 
has the last word as he had the first; that he is the God of the end as 


b. Resurrection means a confirmation o 
believes primarily not “in” the Tesurrection, not in a fact that is past, but 
in’ the Risen One himself, in the Person now present. But the person 
raised to life is ‚no other than the Crucified. Without the cross, there can 
be no resurrection. Anyone who thinks that out of the sheer bliss of the 


er the cross is a victim of the blindness to 


f belief in Christ. The Christian 
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ing his lifetime, becomes a decision for himself or—more precisely—why 
the decision for or against God’s rule subsequently—and notably because 
of Easter—is connected with the decision for or against him, in whom 
the kingdom of God has now dawned and the imminent expectation is 
already fulfilled. Easter accordingly means also that the one who calls for 
faith has become the content of faith, the proclaimer has become the pro- 
claimed, as the well-known Christological formula runs. This means then 
that the humiliated Jesus as the one now exalted to God has become the 
personification of the message of God’s kingdom, its symbolic abridgment 
as it were. Instead of “proclaiming God’s kingdom” as formerly, after 
Easter they speak increasingly more pointedly of “proclaiming Christ.” 
And those who hope in God’s kingdom and believe in Christ are now con- 
cisely called “Christians.” He—the one raised to life—and his Spirit—which 
is God’s Spirit—makes it possible to be a Christian. 

c. Resurrection involves a daily struggle against death. We all know, and 
philosophers such as Heidegger, Jaspers, Sartre, Bloch, Adorno and Hork- 
heimer have constantly insisted, that as there is not only a life after death 
but also a life before death, so there is death for human beings not only 
at the end of life but in the midst of life. This is death as the absence 
of relationships of person to person, as powerlessness and speechlessness, 
as anonymity and apathy, as atrophy and mental paralysis, as insensibility 
and exhaustion. There are many ways of killing, says Bertolt Brecht: “We 
can stick a knife into someone’s belly, deprive a person of food, neglect 
to cure his sickness, make someone put up with bad housing, work some- 
one to death, drive a person to suicide, lead someone into war, etc. Very 
little of all this is prohibited in our state.”®® Hence belief in the resur- 
rection 
does not mean cherishing a feeble optimism in the hope of a happy end; 
means in fact attesting quite practically that in this world of death Jesus’ 
new life has broken the universal rule of death, that his freedom has pre- 
vailed, his way has led to life, that his Spirit—which is God’s Spirit—is 
at work; 
means taking up the side of life, whenever life is injured, desecrated, 
destroyed; 
means opposing practically the eternalization of interpersonal relation- 
ships and social conditions and drawing the sting out of daily death by 
spontaneous help with life's problems and structural improvement of liv- 
ing conditions; 
means to bie confidently the promised kingdom of freedom and to 
give people hope, strength and a will to serve, so that death does not have 
the last word with us. 
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ae = en Kenn people’s experience of resurrection and 
heir experience c ion: en we recall in the liturgy of the East 
vigil ‘Christ is risen, he is truly risen,’ we ing ‘li a PETA 
together with oppressed, oe aa Ee a Ce T s 
we say and mean that we are becoming full, we love our mae Be 
we are building up freedom with our whole life. We are turning swords 
into plowshares. We must feel in our life this strength of what is called 
resurrection. We must take possession again of these words like ‘resurrec- 
tion, life from death, righteousness’ and recognize them as true in the light 
of our own experiences. \Vhen we have found a name for our experiences 
we can describe our life in the framework of the great symbols of ain 
tradition. We too were in Egypt, we too know what Exodus means, we 
too know the exultation of being freed—of rising from death. Only bet 
we ourselves have made a part of our life by way of Christian experience 
can continue to be told, only this can be communicated to others.”3* 

We now understand what I meant in the preliminary hermeneutical ob- 
servations to this second set of lectures by “indirect verification” of the 
resurrection faith, by knowledge of eternal life related to experience: our 
wholly concrete human experiences confronted with and interpreted, eluci- 
dated by the biblical resurrection hope. The hope of resurrection is not 
a way of putting off people but acquires in this way a critical liberating 
function. What resurrection hope means as a protest against death is made 
clear in a poem by the Swiss pastor and writer Kurt Marti: 


It might suit a number of the lords 
if death fixed everything for ever 
confirmed eternally 

the lordship of the lords 

the servitude of the servants 


It might suit a number of the lords 
to remain lords for ever 

in their costly private tombs 

their servants still serving 

in row on row of cheap graves 


But there is a resurrection 

different from what we thought 
resurrection that is 

God’s revolt against the lords 

and against the lord of lords: death: 


This means that the protest against death arising from the hope of a rais- 
ing up and the hope of resurrection is also a protest against a society in 
which, without this hope, death would be misused for the maintenance 
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of unjust structures. What is in question here is not subordination and 
superordination but lordship and servitude, which are fatal in their effects 
on both masters and servants. Hope of raising up, resurrection, here be- 
comes a critique of a society marked by death, in which the “lords”—great 
and small, secular and spiritual—can exploit their “servants” with impu- 
nity: with impunity, because they make themselves authority, norm and 
truth in this world, so that for them there is in practice no higher court 
of justice, no superior auctoritas. The hope of raising up, resurrection hope, 
challenges this sort of justice and thus becomes a source of critical liber- 
ating unrest among men and women. It destabilizes conditions of domin- 
ion which are regarded here and now as definitive and it allows mutual 
relationships of service to be seen as meaningful, where the person “ex- 
alted” is only the one who “humbles” himself, where not only the inferior 
has to serve the superior, but the superior also the inferior.*° 

Raising up, resurrection, today and now has a comprehensive sense only 
if it is understood against the background of raising up or resurrection 
tomorrow and then. Christian tradition has two symbols for it: heaven 
and hell. The question of what they mean is not a simple one and it will 
be the subject of the next lecture. 


VI. Between heaven and hell 


ı. Admitted early into a house of light 


Resurrection into life, resurrection into a life before death, is not an empty, 
illusory hope only if it is based on and sustained by a resurrection into 
a life after death. That was the basic idea at the end of the last lecture. 
Today it is a question of elucidating more fully and giving a greater depth 
to the Christian hope of resurrection. I shall introduce this with a poem 
by Marie Luise Kaschnitz in which the meaning of this hope becomes 
barely perceptible—no more, but certainly not less—and in which the inter- 
weaving of resurrection into the present life and resurrection into a life 
hereafter is vividly expressed: 


Sometimes we get up 

Get up as for a resurrection 

In broad daylight 

With our living hair 

With our breathing skin. 

Only the usual things are around us 

No mirage of palm trees 

With grazing lions 

And gentle wolves. 

The alarm clocks don’t cease to tick Aches 
Their phosphorescent hands are not extinguished. 


And yet weightlessly 

And yet invulnerably 

Ordered into mysterious order 
Admitted early into a house of light.? 


Sometimes then in the midst of ordinary life, where there is no place for 
Isaiah’s paradisial vision of the end, with peacefully feeding pales ane 
gentle lions, where the person is still living and breathing as be ore, where 
time passes and the clocks have not stopped, sometimes in anticipation, 
at certain moments, we are yet—the word yet” occurs a ae 
cording to this poem, of a further dimension, which vo uise oe y 2 
herself calls “transcendental”?: the moment of completely groundless ha 
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mony as anticipation, as foretaste of future harmony—in a house of 
light. . . . In her own interpretation Marie Luise Kaschnitz writes of this 
poem: “the actual experience is introduced with the double ‘and yet’ in 
the last verse. The verbs appear only in the form of the participle, even 
the auxiliary verbs are omitted. ‘And yet weightlessly’—the floating sen- 
tence construction itself suggests a state of suspension. The end speaks 
for itself, for one of those possible moments of completely groundless har- 
mony, on which perhaps any idea of paradise is based.”* 

Resurrection here as anticipation of resurrection there: is it so certain 
that what awaits us “in the beyond” is a house of light? In the first 
place it must simply be recognized that Christian tradition has always had 
two symbols of veritably archetypal character—a positive and a negative— 
with which to designate the reality of the hoped-for (or feared) hereafter: 
light and darkness, fulfillment and deficiency, heaven and hell. But these 
very symbols for many people today are more of a difficulty for faith than 
an aid to faith. 

In order to interpret it correctly from a modern theological standpoint, 
I shall start out in the first place—on the lines of the last lecture—in 
Christological terms with the ascent of Jesus into heaven and his descent 
into hell. If anyone is surprised to find us lavishing thought today on so 
much mythology, he should not forget that it is a question here of state- 
ments that have become through the Apostles’ Creed part of the essential 
heritage of faith of all Christian churches and that we cannot pass over 
as some theologians do out of embarrassment or for the sake of conve- 
nience: Passus sub Pontio Pilato, crucifixus, mortuus et sepultus, descendit 
ad inferos, tertia die resurrexit a mortuis, ascendit ad caelos, sedet ad 
dexteram Dei Patris omnipotentis: “suffered under Pontius Pilate, was cru- 
cified, died and was buried; he descended into hell; the third day he rose 
again from the dead; he ascended into heaven, and is seated at the right 
hand of God the Father almighty.” In order to make clear the solidarity 
and indeed—as is to be shown—the objective identity of resurrection and 
ascension, we are beginning with the ascension of Jesus. 


2. Jesus’ ascension—not a journey into space 


It is sufficient to glance at the material contained in the history of religion 
to see that there is nothing specifically Christian about an ascent into 
heaven—any more than a descent into a hell—but that it is a religious 
idea widespread among the religions of the past. We hear of an ascension, 
not only in connection with Elijah and Enoch in the Old Testament, but 
also with other great figures of antiquity such as Hercules Empedocles, 
Romulus, Alexander the Great, Apollonius of Tyana and the emperor 
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Augustus. In fact the Roman historian Suetonius in his biography of 
Augustus‘ says that an imperial official of praetorian rank swore that he 
saw the form of the deceased emperor on its way to heaven, after the body 
had been reduced to ashes. Are these stories perhaps merely pagan inven- 
tions which are completely incredible today and anyway irrelevant for 
faith? But why are the New Testament ascension stories supposed to be 
credible and the pagan accounts irrelevant? In both cases the question 
arises as to whether a statement of this kind is true simply because it is 
part of what is claimed to be a report by an eyewitness. 

As I have explained at length, in the very early Church there was a 
broad tradition of a resurrection of Jesus which was understood as an exal- 
tation to God; but there was little or no tradition of an ascension of Jesus 
in the sight of his disciples. The only exception is found in Luke, who 
was certainly not an eyewitness and who wrote his gospel at a compara- 
tively late stage (almost half a century later, at any rate after A.D. 70), 
following it up even later with the Acts of the Apostles. Luke, who accord- 
ing to the tradition of the early Church was perhaps a physician, in his 
accounts of the resurrection, was more interested than others in demon- 
strating the corporeal reality of the risen Christ and thefact that the apos- 
tles were eyewitnesses. And he is also the only one of the New Testament 
authors who separates resurrection and exaltation—which for others are 
identical, two different words for the same thing—and describes a separate 
ascension in Bethany, before the gates of Jerusalem." For Luke this ascen- 
sion marks the end of the period of Jesus’ appearances on earth (Paul s 
later was a heavenly appearance) and the definite beginning of a period 
of the Church’s worldwide mission, to be continued until the return of 
Jesus. This historico-theological determination of the divisions of time be- 
comes particularly clear in the Acts of the Apostles Luke wrote after this 
somewhere between a.D. 80 and go. S i 

But where do we stand with the conclusion of Mark's gospel, which 
likewise contains an account of an ascension of Jesus?® But this very con- 
clusion of Mark is lacking in the earliest manuscripts. In the light of the 
judgment of critical exegesis it is generally assumed today oe it one 
from the second century and was subsequently appended to the ea 
That is to say, the formation of the tradition as Luke in T E 
it had progressed so far that a separate ascension was adopte also for 
both the formulations used for the taking up 
of Elijah and the words of the psalm about sitting at en ea 
the Father. Mark then did not pan any tradition of his o 
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j in his novel Der Siebenkäs (1796/1797), where Jesus has 
he “empty spaces of heaven” and cannot find God (“Spe 
Christ from the roof of the world that there is no Go 
when we are accustomed to calculate in light-years, w 
dy cautious in regard to physical explanations. The New 
tament itself does not force any ideas of this kind on us. For—in contrast 
with many other ascension stories—even Luke does not describe a “heav- 
enly journey” in the strict sense (there is no account of either the way 
to heaven or the arrival in heaven), but a “taking up” of Jesus.” All that 
is described in the New Testament is the disappearance from earth, in 
which the narrative element “cloud” means both the closeness and the 
unapproachability of God. 

And it was precisely this taking-up pattern which must have been at 
Luke’s disposal as conceptual model and form of explanation. Critical New 
Testament exegesis today starts out largely unanimously from the assump- 
tion that Luke himself developed the traditional resurrection-and-exalta- 
tion statement into a taking-up story; for all the essential structural 
elements were available in the early stories of the tomb and the appear- 
ances. But what was the theological interest behind it? Certainly not to 
give visual form to an exaltation statement that is not at all visual (“sits 
at the right hand of the Father”). Both in his whole gospel and at its 
end Luke seems to have been determined firmly to correct the still wide- 
spread imminent expectation of the parousia, of the early return of Jesus. 
According to the account in the Acts of the Apostles, the impatient ques- 
tion of the disciples intent on the fulfillment of their expectations there 
and then is quite deliberately deflected: “Lord, has the time come? Are 
you going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” To which he replied: “It is 
not for you to know times or dates that the Father has decided by his 
own authority, but you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes 
on you, and then you will be my witnesses not only in Jerusalem but 
throughout Judaea and Samaria, and indeed to the ends of the earth.”® 
Which means that Luke wanted to make clear to his audience that the 
active mission to the world was better than inactive waiting for the second 
coming of Jesus. Not Jesus himself—who had gone to heaven and left the 
a a Taree but he Hol Spt emes no, the 
sionary age—the time of the Church a gione for the ove te wes 
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Jesus will come back in the same Way as you have seen him go there.”® 
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Thus the Lukan ascension story—especially in its subsequent expanded 
form in the Acts of the Apostles with cloud and angels—seems to amount 
to a parousia story in reverse. In Luke’s gospel itself (as also in the sup- 
plement to Mark) the Easter appearances and the ascension seem to have 
taken place on the same Easter day. Only the later Acts of the Apostles 
mentions “forty days”!° between Easter and ascension, obviously recalling 
the sacred biblical number of forty (Israel’s forty years in the wilderness, 
Elijah’s forty days of fasting, Jesus’ forty days of fasting): evidently like 
the figure three, also a symbolic figure for a time of grace. Ascension then 
is not to be understood and celebrated as a second “salvation fact” after 
Easter, but as a specially emphasized aspect of the one Easter event. 

In view of the conclusions from these biblical texts, what is the mean- 
ing of the two statements of the Creed: “ascended into heaven” and “is 
seated at the right hand of God”? In the New Testament the fact that 
Jesus was raised up always implies also that in the resurrection itself he 
was exalted to God: exaltation is seen as the consummation of resurrec- 
tion. Jesus, as we heard, has been taken up into God’s eternal life. He 
is taken up—it is also said in the Christian tradition—into the glory of 
the Father. And glory is certainly to be taken literally here. In connec- 
tion with the Old Testament formulation, resurrection and exaltation— 
that is—mean the accession to sovereignty (enthronement) of him who 
has overcome death: that, taken into God’s sphere of life, he shares in 
God's gracious rule and glory and so can make his universal claim to rule 
prevail for man. The metaphor of sovereignty is both taken from the polit- 
ical sphere and transformed in its content. It is not the God-Emperor, 
but the Servant of God who is the Lord from now on: the Crucified, 
who calls to discipleship. He is thus initiated into his heavenly, divine 
dignity, which traditionally has been expressed in a metaphor, recalling 
the son or representative of the ruler: “is seated at the right hand of the 
Father.” That is, he exercises power as next to the Father and represent- 
ing him in equal dignity and position. In the earliest Christological formu- 
las, as used—for instance—in the apostolic preaching of the Acts of the 
Apostles, Jesus was man in his lowliness, but after the resurrection God 
made him Lord and Messiah." Messiahship and divine sonship are predi- 
cated in the first place of the exalted and not of the earthly Jesus.!? 

That is to say: raising up, resurrection from death and exaltation to God 
are one and the same thing in the New Testament. Easter faith is faith 
in the humiliated Jesus as the one raised up, risen, exalted to God, the 
Lord of the world (cosmocrator), with whose tule of love and peace the 
definitive rule of God has already begun. And the idea of the descent 
into hell in particular has to do with this. 
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3. Journey to hell or journey to death? 


What is meant by “descended into hell”? What is behind this obvious 
contrast between descent and ascent, descensus and ascensus, journey to 
heaven and journey to hell? The idea of a descent into hell is very much 
less clear than that of an ascension into heaven, What is the point of 
it? Is it a question of that stock theme in the history of religions which 
can be demonstrated among primitive peoples and which also occurs in 
the higher religions—the Indian, Babylonian, Egyptian, Germanic, Finn- 
ish, Japanese religions—but which has been developed especially in the 
Persian, Jewish and Orphic apocalyptic literature. Is it simply a question 
of the myth of a god or even—in dream, vision or apparent death—of a 
human being who was permitted to penetrate into that mysterious dark 
underworld, that shadowy realm of the dead which—as we saw—the an- 
cient Israelites called “Sheol” (presumably “not-land”, “unland”)? Is it 
that realm beneath the earth that was given—after the division of the 
world between the three sons of Cronos (Zeus, Poseidon and Hades), ac- 
cording to the Greek myth—to the third son, the unsympathetic and hated 
Hades? That underworld to which Orpheus, the earliest Greek singer, 
gained access in order to bring his unfortunately deceased wife Eurydice 
with the irresistible magic of his song back to the world of the living? 
A myth of the underworld—and this may be a warning to us—which was 
worked up into operas by Monteverdi and Gluck and in the nineteenth 
century sank to the comic level of an operetta by Jacques Offenbach? Con- 
sidered all in all, is not that a distinctly problematical context for an article 
of the Apostles’ Creed.” Let us look at it more closely. 

Once again, what is meant here by “descended into hell,” descendit ad 
inferna or ad inferos? The interpretation has been changed in the course 
of centuries, so that the article of faith has now acquired a double mean- 
ing. Inferna or “underworld” (originally, up to the early Middle Ages, also 
the German Hölle and the English “hell,” which both stem from the Old 
Norse “hel” = “hehlen” or “cover,” “conceal,” and are etymologically re- 
lated to Höhle or cave”) means in the first place quite simply neutrally 
and without distinction the realm of the dead, that is, of all the dead 
(Hebrew “Sheol,” Greek “Hades”). But in medieval scholasticism, where 
the devout were regarded as being in their final state immediately after 
death (ox prt) the le npr the meaning was changed 

above, in heaven, inferna now came 
to mean the realm of the nonblessed below: in 
the special place for those who are finally da 
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underworld: place of purification (purgatory), a forehell for the just of 
the Old Testament (limbus patrum) and eventually also the forehell of 
the unbaptized children (limbus puerorum). 

Hence we are inclined to ask what are the ideas presupposed in a des- 
census ad inferos, a descent of Jesus into the underworld. Is it simply a 
passing into the realm of the dead, a journey into death, or is it a passing 
into the realm of the nonblessed, a journey into hell, to the just of the 
Old Testament or even to the damned? In some places a variation has 
been introduced into the words of the creed, so that instead of “descended 
into hell” we now have (for ecumenical reasons?) “descended into the 
realm of the dead.” Is this merely a linguistic change? It has been accepted 
without much ado, as if it were merely a linguistic improvement. But be- 
hind this new version there is a clear change of content. What is really 
the apostolic faith: Jesus’ journey into death or his journey into hell— 
or are both perhaps myths? 

If we opt for the first version and speak quite neutrally of Jesus descend- 
ing into “the realm of the dead,” the profession of faith presents no prima 
facie problem. For the statement amounts to no more than the affirmation 
of the death of Jesus. But our misgivings are renewed as we ask why, after 
professing our faith that Jesus was crucified, died and was buried, there 
should be yet another separate article of faith referring to the realm of 
the dead. 

Does not this article then mean something more than the vivid confir- 
mation of Jesus’ death? Was there not always actually meant to be here 
a separate event between death and resurrection, a journey to hell however 
understood? Of course the question raised by this second version is: can 
such an action (or passion) beyond death be justified in the light of the 
New Testament? 


4. An undertaking of Jesus in the underworld? 


There is only a single text, in the late, unauthentic first Letter of Peter, 
which can be cited for a proper activity of Jesus between death and resur- 
rection. It speaks of the Christ put to death going in the Spirit to preach 
to the spirits in prison who had been disobedient at the time of Noah 
and the Flood: “Why, Christ himself, innocent though he was, had died 
once for sins, died for the guilty, to lead us to God. In the body he was 
put to death, in the spirit he was raised to life, and in the spirit he went 
to preach to the spirits in prison. Now it was long ago, when Noah 2 
still building that ark which saved only a small group of eight people y 
water,’ and when God was still waiting patiently that ‚these spirits refused 
to believe.”13 How are we to understand this enigmatic text, about which 
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an immense amount has been written and the understanding of which 
has still remained inconsistent throughout the whole of Church history? 
At least four interpretations can be distinguished. 

Does this text refer to Jesus’ preaching in the realm of the dead, to 
give all the dead an opportunity of conversion, as Greek theology from 
the time of Clement of Alexandria assumed? Or to the preexistent Christ, 
even before his incarnation, in accordance with his divine nature, preach- 
ing through the lips of Noah to sinners before the Flood, as Augustinian 
medieval theology held? Or is it simply a reference to the death of Jesus, 
which, according to Luther and Calvin, must be understood as suffering 
the torments of the damned in hell: not as an action in hell, but as a 
passion in hell, as the experience of God’s anger in death and as tempta- 
tion to despair? Or is it a reference to Jesus’ soul (“spirit”) preaching the 
gospel (in the limbo of the Fathers) between death and resurrection to 
the just of the Old Testament, as Counter-Reformation theology held? 

All these four interpretations however are completely opposed to the 
text itself and have been abandoned by modern exegesis. It is only since 
the Protestant exegete F. Spitta saw the spirits, to whom Christ had to 
preach, as rebel angels and the Catholic K. Gschwind understood this 
preaching not as an event between death and resurrection but as an activ- 
ity of the risen Jesus himself, that we have been on the right track. And 
finally—as the researches of W. Bieder, B. Reicke, N. Brox, W. J. 
Dalton, have shown—it has been possible to find parallels to contemporary 
apocalyptic literature, in particular the two versions of the early Jewish 
book of Enoch, and thus to understand better what must have been the 
original sense of this difficult text. In this interpretation Christ, transfig- 
ured by the Spirit, risen like a new Enoch, on his way to heaven (not 
to hell), proclaims to the fallen angels in the lower regions of the air (not 
in the depths of the earth) their definitive condemnation. 14 

This can be made clear only in the light of the world picture that a 
statement of this kind presupposes. Under the influence of Hellenistic 
ideas, in early Christian times, the world picture had begun to change. 
The picture of a three-storied universe (heaven, earth, underworld) was 
largely replaced by the picture of an earth freely moving, surrounded by 
the spheres of the planets; here the region of the heavens above the moon 
was reserved to the gods and that below the moon to the spirits of men 
and the demonic powers. According to the Slavonic book of Enoch, ap- 
parently revised in Christian terms (from more or less the same time as 
the first Letter of Peter), the fallen angels were imprisoned as a punish- 
ment in this “second heaven.” This is an idea that is by no means alien 
to the New Testament. For the idea of a journey by Jesus to heaven in 
order to conquer hostile powers—Rudolf Bultmann has pointed this out!® 
—is found in other passages of the New Testament. For instance, in the 
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Letter to the Ephesians!®: “He ascended to the height, he captured pris- 
oners, he gave gifts to men.” And also in the Letter to the Colossians: 
“And so he got rid of the Sovereignties and the Powers, and paraded them 
in public, behind him in his triumphal procession.”27 

However that may be, it is impossible to draw any further cc clusions 
from these findings. For this text has obviously nothing at all to do with 
a descent of Jesus into hell, but is concerned with his ascent into heaven. 
But what then is to be made of this article of faith which in the early 
Church, according to Adolf von Harnack, was “almost the main piece 
of the proclamation of the Redeemer,” but now represents in the churches 
no more than “a stale relic.”*® Here I would like to suggest merely a few 
reference points: 

1. According to the Jewish and the Judaeo-Christian understanding, to 
say that Jesus died and was buried is synonymous with the statement that 
he went into “Sheol,” into “Hades,” into the “world of the dead.” And 
in the exegesis of the Creed in the early Church and in the Middle Ages 
the descendit (descended) was sometimes taken to be synonymous with 
mortuus et sepultus (dead and buried) and not given a separate interpre- 
tation. 

2. But if “descended into hell” is an expression—as the Reformers under- 
stood it—of Jesus’ real God-forsakenness in death, this would certainly find 
support in the New Testament, but did not create any need for a separate 
article of faith in addition to death and burial. A psychological insight 
into Jesus’ agony of conscience or even a speculative interpretation of his 
“infernal” sufferings of soul as a victory over death before the resurrection 
is scarcely possible in the light of the sources. 

3. There is no unambiguous New Testament evidence for a descent of 
Jesus (or of his soul) into hell after death which implies more than an 
entry into the world of the dead. The New Testament has nothing to 
say about a passion or an action of Jesus between death and resurrection: 
there is no mention of a postmortal suffering journey, of a journey 
to hell as the final expression of his suffering, a final act of humiliation 
after death; j s 
nor is there anywhere a mention of a postmortal triumphant journey, of 
a journey to hell as expression of his victory, a first act of exaltation before 
the resurrection. i 

From the standpoint of the history of tradition it has to be said that 
the idea of an activity of Jesus between his death and his new life is based 
largely on speculative interest: deduced from certain texts of tig New Tes- 
tament which describe the suffering of death in a passive sense. B. Reicke 
then is right when he insists that a stay of Christ in Hades had to be 
part of the “messianic drama,” so that “his death and his victory ae 
death” could be “rightly stressed.”?° If in a modern light death is under- 
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stood as a dying into God and the resurrection as the assumption from 
death into God’s eternal life, as explained in these lectures, the question 
of an intermediate “time” becomes a priori pointless. 

4. Our solidarity with the dead, especially with those who are utterly 
silenced and forgotten—an important concern of J. B. Metz’s theology— 
and the very possibility of salvation for humanity before and outside Chris- 
tianity (the devout people of the Old Testament, those not yet touched 
by the proclamation, unbaptized children) can be substantiated theologi- 
cally even without the mythological idea of Jesus’ preaching in the fore- 
court of hell. We need not trouble about such a problematic suffering 
or triumphant journey of Jesus into an underworld (today a priori incon- 
ceivable), in order to bring out vividly the universal action of God’s grace 
on men, as it was manifested in the cross of Christ. 

5. From all this the historical relativity particularly of the article of faith 
referring to the descent into hell seems very clear: originally in the differ- 
ent areas of the Church there were different creeds. What is known as 
the Apostles’ Creed, the apostolic origin of which has been disputed since 
the fifteenth century, cannot be traced back—this was shown in the contro- 
versy about this creed in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries— 
to the apostles, as a legend emerging about a.D. 400 had it. The Apostles’ 
Creed developed gradually; it acquired its modern form only in the fifth 
century (in Spain and Gaul) and was introduced by German Emperor 
Otto I only in the tenth century in Rome as baptismal creed in place of the 
Nicene-Constantinopolitan Symbol. The “descent into hell” is found for 
the first time in a profession of faith only in the middle of the fourth 
century”; it was meant primarily as a description of Jesus’ fate in death, 
which in the West soon came to be understood as the first act of Jesus’ 
victory over the devil. 

The late insertion of this article of faith into the Apostles’ Creed is 
easy to understand in the light of the scriptural evidence. While Jesus’ 
death and resurrection belong to the earliest strata of the New Testament, 
are common to all the New Testament writings and are thus wholly and 
entirely central to the New Testament faith, Jesus’ descent into hell, in 
the restricted sense of an activity between death and resurrection, is—as 
we saw—nowhere attested in the New Testament. While the earliest New 
Testament witness, the apostle Paul, has nothing at all to say about a 
journey to hell or heaven, he defends relentlessly cross and resurrection 
as the ane of Christian preaching. The question then naturally arises 
as to whether under these circumstances it would be better to eliminate 


the article about the descent into hell from the creed. On this there are 
three points to be made: 


e Not all the statements of the Apostles’ Creed can be put on the same 
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level; as Catholic theology has maintained from the time of the Second 
Vatican Council, there is a “hierarchy of truths,” and, as recent Protes- 
tant theology holds, there is a “center of Scripture.” 

o Despite its problematic character, the Apostles’ Creed is not to be re- 
placed: it is an expression of the early Catholic tradition and has at 
the same time ecumenical significance also for the Protestant churches, 
for their catechesis, their theology and their worship. 

e Unless it is to remain a priori not understood, the Apostles’ Creed needs 
to be critically interpreted in all its statements for our time. 


Not every statement in the Apostles’ Creed has to be understood literally. 
And the statements about a journey to hell and a journey to heaven in 
particular—apart from their problematical basis in Scripture—are tied more 
than others to the different ancient world pictures. This however raises 
not least the question: Can we still today believe in hell at all? 


5. Problematic belief in hell 


Three persons are brought to their place of banishment: a seedy hotel, 
quite amazingly shabby and dull. These three people, all guilty, are forever 
tied to each other, dependent on each other, caught up in a vicious circle, 
where each becomes simultaneously tormentor and tormented: “So this 
is hell. Pd never have believed it. You remember all we were told about 
the torture chambers, the fire and brimstone, the burning marl. Old wives’ 
tales. There’s no need for red-hot pokers. Hell is. . . other people.” This 
comes at the end of the play. Huis clos (No Exit) is regarded as one 
of the best plays of Jean-Paul Sartre.” The recourse to Christian ideas 
of the hereafter seems surprising. But the longer it goes on, the clearer 
it becomes to the spectator that the realm of the dead here described as 
hell is in reality the world of man himself; hell has its correlate in the 
experience of contact between person and person. It is true: “hell is... 
the others.”?3 

We often use the word “hell” very glibly. We talk about the “hell of 
Indochina and Auschwitz,” the “inferno of Hiroshima and Nagasaki”, we 
are quick to recognize in despots and tyrants of all kinds “the devil in 
human form.” It is of course undeniable that war, terror, destruction, ex- 
ploitation, sometimes make it easy to confuse our earth with hell. Albert 
Camus’ The Plague, Norman Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead and Alex- 
ander Solzhenitsyn’s The First Circle of Hell describe such earthly realities 
of “hell.” How often is the face of a person who terrorizes and ruins his 
fellow man distorted in a diabolic grimace, how often does a person suffer 
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under the hellish terror of anonymity and cruelty, of brutal structures and 
conditions of subjection! And yet we would have missed the whole serious- 
ness of the problems indicated here, if hell were merely a code word for 
the experience of incomprehensible cruelties and brutalities among human 
beings. The question becomes theologically shattering when we ask 
whether a hell in the hereafter possibly corresponds to these experiences 
of hell here and now. 

In regard to this theme, when faced with the direct question, some theo- 
logians are inclined to be embarrassed and to give evasive answers, to the 
effect that it is not a theme for discussion today.?* The old mythological 
ideas have been abandoned, but there is little evidence of new, clear an- 
swers. Admittedly clear answers easily lead to unpopularity in our churches, 
and in fact on both sides, as was seen lately in the widely noticed contro- 
versy about hell in the Norwegian (Lutheran) Church in 1953 and in sub- 
sequent years.?° On this occasion the emeritus professor of dogmatics 
O. Hallesby issued on the radio a threat to his listeners: “I am certainly 
speaking tonight to many people who know that they are unrepentant. 
You know that if you were to fall to the ground dead, you would fall 
directly into hell... .”88 The Bishop of Hamar, Kristian Schjelderup, 
strenuously opposed this: “I am glad that theologians and princes of the 
Church will not judge us on the last day, but the Son of Man himself 
will be our judge. And I have no doubt that divine love and mercy are 
greater than what is expressed in the doctrine of eternal punishment in 
hell. . . . For me the doctrine of eternal punishment has no part in the 
religion of love.”27 What then is the truth? 

Any Catholic inclined to dismiss as peripheral this controversy among 
Lutherans should remember that the existence of hell is not explicitly men- 
tioned in the earliest creeds, but it is asserted in two creeds belonging 
to the end of the Patristic age, in the Fides Damasi?® and in the Qui- 
cumque. And after the Synod of Constantinople in 543 the greatest 
council of the Middle Ages, the Fourth Lateran Council, in 1215, 
solemnly confirmed that “the ones will receive perpetual punishment with 
the devil and the others everlasting glory with Christ. 
may be counted among the former who go with the devil into hell? Cer- 
tainly not merely a few. For the Council of Florence in 1442—obviously 
without passing judgment on individuals, but clearly affirming a collective 
guilt—declared whole, gigantic groups of people .(in practice, all non- 
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To Catholics also however there applies what Benedict XII had defined 
as early as 1336 in the Constitution Benedictus Deus: “We define that 
according to the general disposition of God the souls of those who die 
in actual mortal sin go down immediately after death into hell and are 
there tormented by the pains of hell.”®? The view of that Norwegian Lu- 
theran dogmatic theologian (supported by the community faculty as op- 
posed to the state theological faculty of Oslo) therefore is by no means 
without justification in Christian tradition. On the other hand the Second 
Vatican Council—admittedly without expressly revoking or correcting the 
definition of the Council of Florence, assumed by Rome to be infallible 
and irreformable—declares that even atheists in good faith can attain eter- 
nal salvation.® But this obviously does not mean that the question of 
hell—which was not discussed at Vatican II—is settled. So here too the 
question must be asked: Where do we stand now? 

The problem of hell may not be dismissed in silence if only because 
the fear of hell—which has become a proverbial expression—has done im- 
mense harm over the course of centuries. We need read only a little of 
the sermons on hell from the time of the Fathers onward—those for in- 
stance of John Chrysostom or of Augustine, by whom all unbaptized chil- 
dren were condemned to hell because of an alleged original sin—in order 
to understand how wild and often veritably sadistic fantasies of the 
damned and all kinds of absurd torments in hell were able to take shape 
in the minds of the Christian people and even in Christian art, in both 
popular and higher quality literature (for instance, Dante’s Inferno). Luca 
Signorelli’s “Fall of the Damned” in Orvieto Cathedral and the pictures 
by Hieronymus Bosch provide striking illustrative evidence in this respect. 
It cannot be denied that sex and guilt complexes, sin and confession mech- 
anisms are involved here, and not least the Church’s power over souls 
which seemed to be secured better by the fear of eternal damnation than 
by anything else. The result was that intimidated, browbeaten Christians 
suffered from fear and created fear. What often plagued the devout, the 
moralists and the ascetics themselves (from suppressed sexuality and ag- 
gressiveness to repressed doubts about matters of faith), they fought down 
by way of compensation in others. Any means seemed to be right to save 
themselves and others—especially heretics, Jews, witches, unbelievers of all 
kinds—from hell. All who were worthy of damnation, destined for hell, 
were opposed with the sword, with torture and continually with fire, = 
that by the death of the body here below the soul might perhaps be save 
for the hereafter. Forced conversions, burnings of heretics, Jewish pogroms, 
crusades, witch hunts in the name of a religion of love, cost millions of 
human lives (in Seville alone in the course of forty years four thousand 

isiti Certainly the Last Judgment 
persons were burned by the Inquisition). rian y epar Gti retin and 
Day, conjured up by the sequence Dies irae, dies illa (“Day of wrath an 
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day of dread”), which Pope Pius V, a former Roman grand inquisitor, 
introduced into the requiem mass, this day of judgment the Church itself 
with assumed authority mercilessly brought into effect on innumerable oc- 
casions even before the appearance of the Judge of the world. Unfortu- 
nately the Reformers too—themselves marked and tormented by belief in 
the devil and in hell—had no hesitation about the violent persecution of 
unbelievers, Jews, heretics and particularly of “enthusiasts.”3? It is true: 
if only the Son of Man himself and not theologians and princes of the 
Church had sat in judgment. 

What the Catholic theologians Thomas and Gertrude Sartory have writ- 
ten in their book There Is No Fire Burning in Hell, the most compre- 
hensive modern presentation of the theological problem of hell, sounds 
harsh but is worth considering: “No religion in the world (not a single 
one in the history of humanity) has on its conscience so many millions 
of people who thought differently, believed differently. Christianity is the 
most murderous religion there has ever been. Christians today have to live 
with this, they have to “overcome” this sort of past. And the real cause 
of this perversion of the Christian spirit is “belief in hell.” If someone 
is convinced that God condemns a person to hell for all eternity for no 
other reason than because he is a heathen, a Jew or a heretic, he cannot 
for his own part fail to regard all heathens, Jews and heretics as good for 
nothing, as unfit to exist and unworthy of life. Seen from this standpoint, 
the almost complete extermination of the North and South American In- 
dians by the “Christian” conquerors is quite consistent. From the aspect 
of the dogma of hell ‘baptism or death’ is an understandable motto.”®® 

As objection is raised that no one is bumed today, it must be re- 
called: 


1. that the credit for this is not due to the institutional churches or their 
representatives; 

2. that religious fanaticism still leads Christians to condemn others to hell 
and—in Northern Ireland and the Middle East—to send them to their 
deaths; 

3. that the essential reason for Paul VI’s confirmation of the mortal 
sin of any kind of contraception was that otherwise—in the words of 
the document of the minority commission under Cardinal Ottaviani, 
which the Pope followed—Pius XI and Pius XII had “condemned most 


imprudently, under the pain of eternal punishment thousands upon thou- 
sands of human acts which are now approved.”27 

How is this history to be overcome? Only by uncovering its origins and 
taking a fresh critical view of them. To our horror we are becoming increas- 
ingly aware today of the fact that all this has Bonne hin. at all— 
to do with him in whose name it was staged: Jesus of Ve No, no 
one can say that he willed any of this. For the victims this is of course 
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an absurd and for posterity a “shocking” perception. We, who are living 
as Christians today, must come to terms with it. 


6. Jesus and hell 


Certainly Jesus too spoke of hell, as people generally spoke of it at that 
time: in the language and imagery of his time, which was determined by 
the apocalyptic writings. For, within the framework of the apocalyptic 
movement, of the new answer in terms of the hereafter to the problem 
of retribution and of the increasing hope in the resurrection, mentioned 
earlier in this lecture, the idea of the underworld, of Sheol, as we saw, 
had begun to change. 

While formerly the dead arrived indiscriminately in the underworld, this 
now becomes for the good a place of rest and peace (until the resurrec- 
tion), but for the wicked a place of temporary punishment and—after the 
judgment—a place of agonizing damnation. From this time onward this 
place for the wicked is also increasingly linguistically distinguished: it is 
called Gehenna, the Greek name for the Aramaic ge-hinnam and the He- 
brew ge-hinnom. This last term can be derived etymologically from the 
Hinnom Valley, notorious for sacrifices to idols, south of Jerusalem. There, 
according to apocalyptic ideas, is found the place of judgment and con- 
demnation, which extends from this point farther below the earth. Here 
at one and the same time prevail darkness (Sheol is dark) and fire (in 
the Hinnom Valley sacrifices to Moloch and corpses were burned), a sin- 
gular contradiction. Since the Old Testament does not have such an idea, 
there had to be a different source. This was the Ethiopian book of Enoch, 
under the influence of which the idea of a Gehenna (English “hell”) came 
to prevail: a book that largely possessed the same authority and was re- 
garded as “sacred” Scripture in Jesus’ time. ih 

In regard to hell Jesus undoubtedly largely shared the apocalyptic ideas 
of his contemporaries. Together with the judgment discourses (the authen- 
ticity of which is however disputed), the Lucan parable of Lazarus and 
the rich spendthrift in hell especially shows this.28 But in this very parable 
as from Jesus’ proclamation as a whole two things become clear: 

a. Jesus is not a hellfire preacher. Nowhere does he show any direct in- 
terest in hell. Nowhere does he reveal any special truths in regard to the 
hereafter. Nowhere does he describe the act of damnation or the torments 
of the damned, as these are described in the second century in the apoc- 
typhal Apocalypse of Peter, the main source for all the inmumiesbl oe 
scriptions of hell up to Dante’s nine circles of hell, John Milton’s Paradise 
Lost and Angelus Silesius’ “Physical Description of the Four Last 
Things.”2® No, Jesus is not an apocalyptic preacher, satisfying the ever- 
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present pious curiosity in regard to a hereafter, projecting the unfulfilled 
fears and hopes of here and now onto the beyond. He speaks of hell only 
marginally and in quite traditional phrases. The heart of his message, 
which is meant to be the eu-angelion—not a threatening but a joyous mes- 
sage—lies elsewhere, as we saw, when we spoke of his way to death. 

What he has to say about hell is not meant to have a revelatory or 
defining function, it does not amount to a special divine revelation or defi- 
nition. His words on the subject have a paranetic and admonitory function 
within the framework of the proclamation of the kingdom of God. Even 
though they like to disguise it, human beings live in a critical situation. 
They are challenged to decide—for or against selfishness, for or against 
God and therefore for salvation or perdition. 

For Jesus then the challenge to decision is essential. For, in view of the 
imminent end, a conversion is imperative. A new way of thinking and act- 
ing is urgently required. This conversion is possible only in trusting com- 
mitment to the message, to God himself, in that unfaltering trust that 
“Faith.” Faith then has a thoroughly positive meaning. In this sense’ the 
Christian believes “in’”—that is, trusts unswervingly in—the God of mercy 
as he showed himself through Jesus Christ and became effective in the 
Holy Spirit. But he does not believe “in’—does not trust in—hell. Here 
lies the essential difference. Hell does not occur in the earliest creeds any 
more than it appears in the Our Father or the Beatitudes. 

b. Jesus frees people from demons. Not only Israel but the whole of the 
ancient world was filled with belief in demons and fear of demons. The 
more distant the great God seemed, the greater was the need of mediating 
intermediary beings—both good and bad—between heaven and earth. 
There are lengthy speculations about whole hierarchies of evil spirits, led 
by Satan, Belial or Beelzebub. Everywhere in the different religions SOT- 
cerers, priests and doctors have made efforts to banish and expel demons. 
The Old Testament however had been very reserved in regard to belief 
in demons. But Israel belonged for two hundred years (539-331 B.C.) to 
the great Persian Empire, whose religion was characterized by a dualism 


between a good God—from whom all good comes—and an evil spirit— 
from which all evil comes. A certain influence cannot be denied‘? and 


thus belief in demons is clearly seen as a late, secondary element in the 
Yahweh faith, which scarcely played any part in later and particularly mod- 
ern Judaism. ‘ 
Jesus again—living at a time of solid belief i i 

7 E n demons—shows no sign 
of being affected by such a dualism of Persian origin, where God and we 
devil fight on the same level for the world and man. He preaches the 
€ threatening message of Satan’s rule. 
he figure of Satan or of the devil, in 


speculations about the sin of the angels or the fall of the angels. Nowhere 
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is there any development of a doctrine of demons. It is scarcely possible 
to find sensational gestures, particular rites, incantations or manipulations, 
as these are used by Jewish or Hellenistic exorcists of his own time. Sick- 
ness and “possession” are certainly associated with demons, but not all pos- 
sible evils and sins, still less political world powers and their rulers. But 
Jesus’ cures and expulsions of demons are precisely a sign that God’s rule 
is at hand. Which means—conversely—that the rule of the demons is at 
an end. Satan has fallen like lightning from heaven, we are told in Luke’s 
gospel.“ Understood in this way, the expulsion of demons, the liberation 
of man from the power of the demons, is simply not any kind of mytho- 
logical act. It is part of the dedemonizing and demythologizing of man 
and the world and liberation for true createdness and humanness. God’s 
kingdom is good creation. Jesus wants to liberate the possessed from psy- 
chological constraints and he thus breaks through the vicious circle of men- 
tal disturbance, belief in the devil and social ostracism. 

Certainly the power of evil, as it finds expression in all its menace in 
the life and death of Jesus, is not to be minimized even today. It is how- 
ever minimized in two ways. On the one hand when evil is “privatized” 
in individual human beings, on the basis of the idea that there is 
not evil as such, but only evil people. As if phenomena like National So- 
cialism could be interpreted theologically in this way. In the light both of 
the New Testament (“principalities and powers”) and of modern socio- 
logical conclusions (“anonymous powers and systems”), evil as power is 
essentially more than the sum total of the wickednesses of individuals. 
On the other hand evil is minimized by being “personified” in an army 
of individual spiritual beings. As if the evil of National Socialism could 
be explained as the result of Adolf Hitler being possessed by the devil. 
As if we could simply take over the mythological ideas of Satan and his 
legions of devils, which penetrated from Babylonian mythology into early 
Judaism and from there into the New Testament. 

Herbert Haag has rightly bidden goodbye to this kind of personified evil, 
of belief in the devil, which has done untold harm. What is absolutely 
indefensible is that stupid dualistic systematization which thoughtlessly as- 
sumes that, because there is a personal God, there must also be a personal 
devil; because there is a heaven, there must also be a hell; because there 
is an eternal life, there must also be an eternal suffering. As if, because 
there is a thing, there must also always be an unthing corresponding to 
it: because there is love, there must also always be hate. But God does 
not need an anti-God in order to be God. Nemo contra Deum nisi Deus 
ipse.48 The question however remains: Is there an evil reality which 
we call hell, and is the existence of such a reality absolutely unlimited in 
time? 
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7. Hell—eternal? 


The traditional theology of hell has always started out from this assump- 
tion from 543 onward when, after lengthy disputes, it acquired an official 
version at the Synod of Constantinople mentioned above. Against 
Origen—who had been followed by such important Fathers of the Church 
as Gregory of Nyssa, Didymos, Diodor of Tarsus, Theodore of Mopsuestia 
and for a time also Jerome—it was defined (and apparently then confirmed 
also by Pope Vigilius) that the punishment of hell is not imposed only 
for a time, but is unlimited in time, it lasts forever.‘ We must however 
be clear about what this means: a human being, perhaps because of a 
single “mortal sin,” damned forever, unhappy forever, tormented forever. 
A human being, perhaps a great criminal, but nevertheless a human being, 
without a prospect of any kind of redemption, not even after thousands 
of years. 

What Dante wrote in his Commedia (the first great work of Italian 
literature), himself assuming too readily the role of judge of the world, 
about hell is easily said, especially about other people: Lasciate ogni 
Speranza, voi ch’entrate (“Abandon hope, all you who enter here”).‘® 
What isolated critics in England (mostly anonymously) from the sev- 
enteenth century and many in Europe from the middle of the eighteenth 
century quite openly asked, showed a change in both the attitude to the 
sufferings of others and in the understanding of God which led to a de- 
cline in the power of eternal punishment in hell as a deterrent.1® The 
question became increasingly insistent: should the God of love, perhaps 
together with the blessed in heaven, watch for all eternity this endless, 
hopeless, pitiless, loveless, cruel physical-psychological torture of his crea- 
tures? Does the infinite God really require all this because of a supposedly 
infinite offense (as a human act, sin is merely finite), for the restoration 
of his “honor,” as his defenders think? Is he such a hardhearted creditor? 
A God of mercy from whose mercy some dead are excluded? A God of 
peace who perpetuates discord and irreconcilability? A God of grace and 
love of enemies who can, mercilessly take revenge on his enemies for all 
eternity? What would we think of a human being who satisfied his thirst 
for revenge so implacably and insatiably? 

DE wo ee $ i ae merciless God that contradicts 
can we be surprised at a time when en Rn of ihe arity a) ire Nei 

x \ i _Tetributive punishments without an 
opportunity of probation are being increasingly abandoned in education 
and penal justice that—even for purely humanitarian roiete idea not 
only of a lifelong, but even eternal punishment of body and soul, seems 
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to many people absolutely monstrous. Certainly in matters of faith ma- 
jorities are not a priori right. But neither are they a priori wrong, especially 
when in other cases, in the hope of finding confirmation, Catholic theo- 
logians and the hierarchy gladly appeal to the “devout Catholic people,” 
the sensus fidelium, “the instinctive faith of believers.” As early as 1967 
78 percent of Protestants and 47 percent of Catholics in Germany an- 
swered in the negative an opinion poll on the existence of hell‘7; in 1980 
the figures were 83 percent of Protestants and 59 percent of Catholics (in 
regard to the existence of purgatory the figures were 87 percent and 61 
percent respectively ).*8 

Some theologians however argue that it is not God who damns man 
by a verdict imposed from outside. They are human beings themselves, by 
sins committed with inward freedom, who damn themselves. The respon- 
sibility lies not with God but with man. And by death this self-damnation 
and distance from God (not a place, but a human condition) become de- 
finitive. Definitive? Do not the psalms say that God rules over the realm of 
the dead? What is supposed to become definitive here, contrary to the will 
of an all-merciful and almighty God? Why should God, who is infinitely 
good, want to perpetuate enmity instead of removing it and in practice to 
share his rule forever with some kind of anti-God? Why should he have 
nothing more to say at this point and consequently render forever impossi- 
ble a purification, cleansing, liberation, enlightenment, of guilt-laden man? 

a. Purification, cleansing, liberation, enlightenment: Here perhaps may 
lie—I want merely to prompt a few reflections—the particle of truth, the 
real core, of the problematic idea of purgatory,*® which has been translated 
in German from the Middle Ages onward with the unfortunate designa- 
tion of Fegefeuer (“winnowing fire”). This may be the true core, but it 
remains true only if the idea is not reified. Purgatory is an idea that 
is found in many religions (also in Greek and Roman literature, in 
Plato and Virgil), but not in the Old or New Testament Seriptures?®; 
which became established only in the works of the Fathers (Origen, Cyp- 
rian, Augustine and Gregory) and in the liturgy; which then played a 
prominent part in connection with the “poor souls” cult of the Middle 
Ages and was finally defined at the Council of Trent, which however 
left open the question of place and character (fire) and issued a warning 
against curiosity, superstition and greed.” What is particularly dubi- 
ous in this connection is indulgences (in practice little used today) 
and some other pious works and private revelations which have been at- 
tached to the idea of purgatory and against which Martin Luther—thus 
marking the start of the Reformation—protested—to a large extent rightly 
—with his theses of 1517. f i 

On the other hand however, as no human being is entirely bad, neither 
is anyone entirely good. Any human being, even the best, falls short of 
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what he might be, fails to meet his own demands and norms and thus 
never wholly realizes himself. For if he is to be fully himself, even the 
“saint” needs completion, not after death, but in death itself. And, in view 
of so much unpunished guilt in the world, a number of people wonder— 
not entirely wrongly—if dying unto God, the absolutely final reality, can 
be one and the same for all: the same for criminals and their victims, for 
mass murderers and the mass of the murdered; for those who have strug- 
gled a whole life long to fulfill God’s will, true helpers of their fellow 
human beings, and for those who for a whole life long have only carried 
out their own will and at the same time shut out others? No, the trans- 
formation from the scarlet red of sin—to adopt a prophetical expression— 
to the snow white of forgiveness is in any case not a matter for the sinful 
human being, still less a purely automatic accomplishment which could 
confidently be taken into account, regardless of a person’s previous life 
and without involving him in responsibility. Conversely, how this respon- 
sibility, purification, cleansing, follows is not left to the speculation or cal- 
culation of human curiosity but remains a matter for God as merciful 
judge, is God’s all-embracing final act of grace. 

Purgatory, purification. What we have to imagine is not a place or a 
time of cleansing, nor an intermediate realm, nor an interim phase built 
into death. Still today individual Catholic and Protestant theologians at- 
tempt—contrary to Scripture and modern psychological conclusions—to 
justify theologically an interim phase? for the soul without the body be- 
tween the death of the individual person and the last judgment. After 
death a separate soul without a body would be with God—whether in 
virtue of its essential nature (J. Ratzinger)53 or by a divine intervention 
(©. Cullmann)*4—in order then, after unforeseeably long waiting (Rat- 
zinger) or even sleeping (Cullmann), to be reunited with the body only 
on the Last Day. These attempts are in danger of falling short of the stan- 
dard now attained in philosophical, theological and scientific thinking.” 

For the human person dies as a whole, with body and soul, as a psycho- 
somatic unity, all of which was discussed closely in the previous lecture.** 
This does not mean at all total destruction (“total death” as “annihilation” 
and a permanence at best in the “memory” of men or of God). For the es- 
sential thing is that man dies not into nothingness but into God and so 
into that eternity of the divine Now which makes irrelevant for those who 
have died the temporal distance of this world between personal death and 
the Last Judgment. Man’s temporality is now consummated in God’s final- 
ity. Karl Barth says rightly: “Man as such therefore has no beyond. Nor 
does he need one, for God is his beyond. Man’ q an 

yond. Man’s beyond is that God is his 

Creator, Covenant-partner, Judge and Savior, was and is and will be his 
true Counterpart in life, and finally and exclusively and ; 

Man as such, however, belongs to thi Seen otalily ia ceata 

’ > & 1s world. He is thus finite and mortal. 
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One day he will only have been, as once he was not. His divinely given 
promise and hope and confidence in this confrontation with God is that 
even as this one who has been he will share the eternal life of God himself. 
Its content is not, therefore, his liberation from his this-sidedness, from his 
end and dying, but positively the glorification of the eternal God of his 
natural and lawful this-sided, finite and mortal being.”5? As we saw, dying 
into God must be understood not in a Platonic or Aristotelian-Thomist 
sense, as a separation of body and soul, but as an act of merciful judgment, 
of purifying, enlightening, healing consummation, by which man becomes 
through God wholly and entirely man, integrated and in fact “saved.” Pur- 
gatory is God himself in the wrath of his grace. Purification is encounter 
with God in the sense that it judges and purifies, but also liberates and 
enlightens, heals and completes man. 

Consequently the Catholic theologian Gisbert Greshake is right when 
he says: “From this standpoint we can understand what was pointed out 
earlier, that God himself, the encounter with him, is purgatory. But this 
means that we need not fall back on a special place or still less on a special 
time or special event to grasp the meaning of purgatory. Still less do we 
need to work out crude ideas about the ‘poor’ souls. Instead we can under- 
stand what the Church teaches and has taught from the earliest times 
as an element in the encounter with God in death. This is how many 
recent theologians see it, and the Dutch Cathechism and the Common 
(Ecumenical) Cathechism also interpret it in this way. For that reason, 
to the best of our abilities, we should avoid any talk of fire and speak 
instead of purifying and cleansing as an element of the encounter with 
God. At the same time what should be particularly clear is that purgatory 
is not—as it often seems to be in popular piety—a ‘demihell’ which God 
has created in order to punish the person who is not entirely bad, but 
also not entirely good. Purgatory is not a demihell but an element of the 
encounter with God: that is, the encounter of the unfinished person, still 
immature in his love, with the holy, infinite, loving God; an encounter 
which is profoundly humiliating, painful and therefore purifying. s ; 

That is to say that, since it is a question of dying into the dimensions 
of God, where space and time are dissolved into eternity, nothing can be 
discovered, either about place and time or about the character of this pur- 
ifying, sanctifying consummation. Which means—briefly a 
prayer for the dead should not be a lifelong prayer lacking deep fait (x 
going to the expense of masses for the “holy souls”) for individual ‘Souls 
i : i ely understandable prayer “with” and 
in purgatory; nor should it be a scarcely e i 
“to” the dead. It is certainly appropriate to pray for the dying, while rever- 
ently and lovingly keeping alive the memory of the dead, commen 
them to God’s mercy, in the living hope that the dead are finally wit 


God. Requiescant in pace! May they rest in peace. 
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b. Of course if we start out precisely from the basic idea of dying into 
God, understood as purifying consummation, the old idea of a place of 
eternal punishment becomes so much more questionable. To believe in 
the message of the Bible no one today need cling to the biblical world 
picture, to the triple division of the universe as a whole into heaven, earth 
and underworld, or to the cosmological-mythological and often contradic- 
tory ideas connected with this of a cosmic descensus and ascensus, descent 
and ascent. Moreover it has become clear that it is possible to believe in 
Christ without having to accept also his imminent expectation of the king- 
dom, which was a time-conditioned apocalyptic world view, characteristic 
of its own time; even John’s gospel has judgment passed wholly and en- 
tirely at the present time (according to this gospel, all that happens on 
the Last Day is that the judgment passed here and now is revealed). Nor 
does anyone in the churches—apart from a few sects—try any longer to 
understand literally the reign of a thousand years announced in the book 
of Revelation; at an early stage Augustine demythologized this biblical idea 
almost in the style of a Bultmann against the “millenarists” (“chiliasts”) 
and interpreted the thousand-year earthly kingdom of Christ before the 
judgment of the world as Christ’s rule in the hearts of believers. 

Why then at this very point should we want to stick to the letter of 
the Bible and to take absolutely literally metaphorical speech about the 
“eternal fire”? Darkness, weeping, gnashing of teeth, fire: all these are 
harsh-sounding metaphors for the menacing possibility that a person may 
completely miss the meaning of his life. In their day even Origen, Gregory 
of Nyssa, Jerome and Ambrose interpreted the fire metaphorically. “Fire” 
is a metaphor for God’s wrath, “eternal” is not always understood in the 
strict sense in Hebrew, Greek and modern linguistic usage (“this goes on 
eternally” means “endlessly,” “an indefinitely long time”). In the “eternal 
punishment”5® of the Last Judgment the stress lies on the fact that this 
punishment is definitive, final, decisive for all eternity, but not on the 
eternal duration of the torment. Neither in Judaism nor in the New Tes- 
tament is there any uniform view of the period of punishment for sin. 
In addition to statements about eternal punishment, there are texts which 
assume a complete destruction (“eternal corruption”). And throughout 
Church history, in addition to the traditional dualism, the possibility of 
annihilation or even universal reconciliation (restitutio omnium, apocatas- 
tasis ton panton) have been defended. i 
aps however the septal xs axe interpreted in detai) the Yeternity” 
subject to God, to his will i his en SE > absolute, ema 
in contrast to others—a reconcili aise TA aikoi Gay GUS 

nciliation of all, an act ofsuniversal mercy. 
As Paul—for instance—says in the Letter to the Romans: “God has im- 
prisoned men in their own disobedience only to show mercy to all man- 
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kind.”61 And anyone who thinks he knows better should listen to the 
verses immediately following, which Paul takes almost entirely from the 
Old Testament: “How rich are the depths of God—how deep his wisdom 
and knowledge—and how impossible to penetrate his motives or under- 
stand his methods! Who could ever know the mind of the Lord? Who 
could ever be his counsellor? Who could ever give him anything or lend 
him anything? All that exists comes from him; all is by him and for him. 
To him be glory for ever! Amen.” 

c. No, it is not possible to provide a simple explanation of the beginning 
and the end of God’s ways. For that reason one thing must be noted here, 
to which we shall have to return in the final lecture on the end of the 
world and God’s kingdom. To insist on the problematic character of the 
idea of eternal punishment in hell—which on the whole only, plays a small 
part in the New Testament—is not the same thing as questioning the bib- 
lical idea of judgment which runs right through the New Testament. Dy- 
ing into God, as we observed, has a judicial-purifying character. As will 
become clearer later, a superficial universalism which regards all human 
beings as saved from the very outset would not do justice to the seriousness 
of life, to the importance of moral decisions and the weight of the in- 
dividual’s responsibility. Whether the punishment of hell is eternal or not, 
a person is fully responsible, not only before his conscience—which is the 
voice of his practical reason—but also before the absolutely final authority, 
before which his reason is also responsible. And it would certainly be pre- 
sumptuous for a person to seek to anticipate the judgment of this abso- 
lutely final authority. Neither in one way nor in the other can we tie God’s 
hands or dispose of him. There is nothing to be known here, but every- 
thing to be hoped." 

What then is to be said about hell and the punishment of hell? We 
can now recapitulate what has been said: 


e Hell in any case is not to be understood mythologically as a place in 
the upper- or underworld, but theologically as an exclusion from the 
fellowship of the living God, described in a variety of images but never- 
theless unimaginable, as the absolutely final possibility of distance from 
God, which man cannot of himself a priori exclude. Man can miss the 
meaning of his life, he can shut himself out of God’s fellowship. 

e The New Testament statements about hell are not meant to supply in- 
formation about a hereafter to satisfy curiosity and fantasy. They are 
meant to bring vividly before us here and now the absolute seriousness 
of God’s claim and the urgency of conversion in the present life. This 
life is the emergency we have to face. my f 

e Anyone who fails to perceive the seriousness of the biblical warnings of 
the possibility of eternal failure judges himself. Anyone who is inclined 
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to despair in face of the possibility of such a failure can gain hope from 
the New Testament statements about God’s universal mercy. 

e The eternity of the “punishment of hell” (of the “fire”), asserted in 
some New Testament metaphorical expressions, remains subject to God 
and to his will. Individual New Testament texts, which are not balanced 
by others, suggest the consummation of a salvation of all, an all- 
embracing mercy. 


Only in this Christologically determined perspective is it possible to dis- 
cuss hell otherwise than in purely personal terms, narrowing down the 
question to the “salvation of my own soul.” The discussion must refer the 
person back to reality, in which he so often rediscovers his own hell. The 
fact that condemnation to hell is not the last word in the light of the 
crucified and risen Christ has decisive consequences particularly here and 
now. Jiirgen Moltmann rightly points out how much the victory over hell 
in the hereafter can provide strength to work for the elimination of the 
hells existing here and now: “The torments of hell are no longer eternal. 
Nor are they the last thing. ‘Death is swallowed up in victory. Hell, where 
is your sting,’ so Paul in the First Letter to the Corinthians kicks against 
the pricks. Hell is open. We can freely go through it. And this is true, 
not only of his hell, but of all hells on this earth. It was on the Crucified 
that God let his future dawn. Thus something of the glow of dawn can 
be seen even over history's fields of dead and in the places of murder and 
also over the petty hells of ordinary life. . . . If Christ is really risen, this 
leads to the revolt of conscience against the hells on earth and against 
all those who heat them up. For the resurrection of this one who was 
damned is attested and even now realized in the revolt against the damna- 
tion of man by man. The more truly hope believes in the shattered hell, 
the more militant and political it will become in shattering the present 
hells, white, black and green hells, loud and soft.”* 

Precisely because Christian hope mobilizes resistance against hell having 
the last word, this lecture will not close with the theme of hell. As we 
started with the question of the meaning of heaven, we shall also end by 
examining what is meant by heaven. At this point there can be no question 
of more than a brief glance at the intellectual problem to be faced. Since 
we shall be returning continually in the third section of these lectures to 


the question of heaven, I shall restrict myself here to three brief propo- 
sitions. 


8. The heaven of faith 


& 


It might be said, as Martin Buber says of the word “God,” that “heaven” 
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is the most loaded of all words. Scarcely any other word has been so de- 
filed, so abused, so torn to shreds. What formerly represented the great 
questions of our whence and whither, our all-embracing happiness: 

This has suffered first of all from the presumption of astronomers, from 
the disenchanting outlooks and insights of telescopes and satellites, of 
space shuttles and space probes; 

This is today so often deprived of meaning in moments of embarrassment 
(“Good heavens!”) or in anger (“Heavens, no!”) or in feeble clichés 
(“Isn’t that heavenly?”); 2 á 

This has to make do for uninspired popular songs (“We're all going to 
heaven, because we're good”), for cheap moonlight romanticism (“the 
heavenly blisses of your kisses”), for the boredom of sitting on the clouds 
forever twanging harps (“I’ve got a harp, you've got a harp, everybody's 
got a harp). And yet from the Chinese tien to the great Latin and some of 
the best of the vernacular hymns this word has retained its deeply arche- 
typal religious meaning and is in any case not so easy to replace by some- 
thing different or better, since—as linked with earth—it still refers to crea- 
tion as a whole. 

We are however asking here not about any sort of heaven, for which 
we have a fancy, in which we can take refuge, by which we can swear. 
We are asking about an ultimate (and initial) reality in which we of the 
twentieth century can believe and in which we can trust: the heaven of 
Christian faith. I shall now outline my reflections on this in three propo- 
sitions. 


o The heaven of faith is not a supramundane “above,” not heaven in the 
physical sense. 


We no longer have to prove at length that the vault, lying apparently 
like a hemisphere above the horizon, on which stars are seen, can be under- 
stood as in biblical times as the external aspect of God’s throne room. 
The heaven of faith is not the heaven of the astronauts, as those astronauts 
themselves attested when they recited the biblical account of creation on 
the first outer-space journey to the moon. No, the naive anthropomorphic 
idea of a heaven above the clouds can no longer be revived. God does 
not dwell as “supreme being” in a local or spatial sense “above” the world, 
in a “world above.” Christians believe that God is in the world. 


e Nor is the heaven of faith an extramundane “beyond,” not a heaven 
in the metaphysical sense. 

It is not essential to the concept of heaven whether from the standpoint 

of natural sciene@®the universe is—as was assumed for a long time in the 


modern age—infinite in space and time or—as many competent scientists 
today assume in accordance with Albert Einstein’s model of the universe— 
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finite in space and time. Even an infinite universe could not restrict the 
infinite God in all things; belief in God is compatible with both models 
of the universe. No, the rationalistic-deistic idea of heaven cannot be re 
vived any longer. God does not live in a spiritual or metaphysical sense 
“outside” the world in an extramundane “beyond,” in a “hinterworld.” 
Christians believe that the world is in God. 


e The heaven of faith is not a place but a mode of being; the infinite God 
cannot be localized in space, cannot be limited by time. If then it is a 
question of God’s heaven, it must be that invisible “domain,” that “liv- 
ing space” of God, of the “Father,” for which the visible physical 
heaven in its grandeur, clarity and luminosity can admittedly still be a 
symbol. The heaven of faith is nothing other than the hidden, invisible- 
incomprehensible sphere of God which, far from being out of reach of 
earth, completes everything in good and provides a share in God’s rule 
and kingdom. 


In that sense then Ludwig Feuerbach’s interpretation in his chapter on 
belief in immortality is quite correct, when he describes God as the “im- 
plicit heaven” and the real heaven as the “explicit God.” God and heaven 
are actually identical: “In the present, God is the kingdom of heaven; in 
the future, heaven is God.”® Heaven is the future of world and man, 
which is God himself. 

What can belief in a heaven mean for us? Heaven—and here too Feuer- 
bach is right—has always something to do with our fantasies and dreams, 
with what is marginal in our life, with what remains unsettled. Articulation 
of resurrection hope implies also the courage to stand by our dreams, how- 
ever private or intimate these may be. How much is involved here of 
what is is personal, unadmitted, inexpressiblel It was the poet with whom 
we began this lecture and with whom we propose to end it, Marie Luise 
Kaschnitz, who attempted with the utmost reserve and yet wholly indi- 


vidually to make a personal approach to the question of heaven as a ques- 
tion of life after death: 


Do you believe they asked me 
In a life after death 

And I answered: Yes 

But I could not explain 
What it might look like 
There 


One thing only I knew 
Not a hierarchy (x 


Of saints sitting on golden thrones 


m 
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Not a fall 

Of damned souls 

Only 

Only love made free 

Never exhausted 

Flowing over me 

Not a rigid mantle of gold 
Studded with jewels 

A garment light as a spider's web 
A breath 

Around my shoulders 

The gentle touch of caresses 
As once of Tyrrhenian waves 
As of words here and there 
Snatches of conversation 
Come come 

Web of pain sprinkled with tears 
Journey over hill and dale 
And your hand 

Again in mine 

So we lay you read aloud 

I went to sleep 

Woke up 

Slept again 

Wake up 

Your voice welcomes me 
Frees me and always 

At once 

Do you not then, ask the questioners 
Expect more after death? 
And I answer 

Not less®* 


No, truly, not less. But perhaps more. 


145 











C. THE CONSEQUENCES 





VII. Dying with human 
dignity 


1. Medicine without humanity? 


We closed the second, biblically oriented, set of lectures with a view of 
heaven and hell, but while keeping our feet firmly planted on the ground. 
For even there we were concerned with the problems of this world here 
and now. We want to turn our attention directly to these problems once 
more, In the light of Christian hope, against the background of our own 
time, a number of conclusions must be drawn. In the first set of lectures 
we started out from the problem of medicine and the same approach is 
to be adopted here. The starting point then was the crisis in medicine 
in regard to belief in God, as it became prominent from the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries onward; we want to begin the present section 
with the crisis in medicine in regard to belief in science, as it has become 
visible only in recent decades. 

Today it is not necessary to prove at length that the indubitable progress 
of science in all fields leads particularly in the industrial nations to the 
rise of many doubts in regard to belief in science. More and more people 
are coming to see that science and technology can no longer guarantee 
progress, that they are not the key to true healing, to the general well- 
being and happiness of humanity. According to the Report of the Club 
of Rome in 1979,! the “human dilemma” today—as Aurelio Peccei ex- 
plains in the introduction—is the dilemma of Goethe’s sorcerer’s appren- 
tice, who cannot get away from the spirits he has invoked and becomes 
himself the victim of his own inventions, his “achievements.” And is there 
not in fact today a paradoxical contradiction between the enormous tech- 
nical and scientific, financial and organizational potential of modern so- 
cietv on the one hand and on the other hand humanity’s lack of moral 
and political aptitudes to make use of this potential? Consequently—despite 


all futurology—man’s future seems more uncertain than ever. A hitherto 


unknown degree of self-realization lies within the sphere of the possible 
for man, but so too does an unimaginable disaster. Thus from all sides 
increasingly urgent warnings are heard about the profoundly ambiya 
character of the progress of science and technology, which so easily slip 
out of any kind of human control and today spread what amounts often 
to an apocalyptic fear of the future, 
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The technical progress of medicine too leads increasingly to the spread 
of fear of the future, fear purely and simply. What is meant is increasingly 
objectivized medicine which—it seems to many people—treats man in its 
workings simply as an object, as a “thing,” as an “article.” Certainly for 
experts and even more for “laypersons” the advances of modern medicine 
are absolutely marvelous, breathtaking. To a degree never even dreamed 
of, medicine has come closer to its appointed goal of curing illnesses and 
preserving life. Its methodical and technical possibilities are immense, al- 
most unlimited: modification of the genetic code, artificial insemination, 
test-tube babies, transplants, endocrine substitution therapy, the X-ray di- 
agnostic method of computerized tomography and everything connected 
with the automatic functioning of organs, sensor technology, laser beams 
and supersonics. All this suggests that utopias can be realized: that it is 
possible to realize the vision of a germ-free world by the conquest of in- 
fectious diseases, the vision of a pain-free life through psychopharmacol- 
ogy, the vision of an endless life through interchangeable bodily parts, the 
vision of a regulation and acceleration of human evolution with the aid 
of modern eugenics (this is more or less what was said at the Ciba Sym- 
posium as early as 1962). Immortality seems possible: there are enthusiasts 
in the United States who spread propaganda for freezing the human or- 
ganism (instead of cremating the corpses) and for dormitories (instead 
of cemeteries), in order with the aid of improved medical technique to 
bring the person completely back to life and so to outwit death. 

And yet it is these very unlimited possibilities, the real Utopias, this 
omnipotence of medicine dawning on the horizon, which are today spread- 
ing the symptoms of fear. For at what human, individual, social and politi- 
cal expense, with what loss of freedom and genuine life has this progress 
been bought? Has not this conception of the doctor in his role as a human 
being, as a mechanic and a repairer of the biologicopsychological machine 
“man,” already produced disastrous consequences? It has not yet been for- 
gotten in Germany or in the rest of the world that defenders of this kind 
of objectivized medicine only a few decades ago—under the spell of a 
totalitarian Utopia—took part in criminal experiments on human beings 
and in industrialized genocide which put all the atrocities of the notorious 
Inquisition in the shade. Nor has it been forgotten that defenders of this 
kind of medicine at the Nuremberg doctors’ trial again attempted, with- 
out showing any human feelings toward the victims, to explain in an appar- 
Sa ee ae ce r,t 
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sibility on to the political rulers. a a inele shift the respon 

After these experiences, it is not surprising that even many medical men, 
Alexander Mitscherlich for instance, are toda 


na : \ issuing warnings against a 
“medicine without humanity 4 5 ee 


> against a technological medicine and nurs- 
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ing that treats people like component parts on a conveyor belt; against 
medical apparatus largely dispensing with the use of human language be- 
cause of lack of time and replacing it with a plethora of symbols and 
measuring data intelligible only to specialists; against a dehumanized medi- 
cine which keeps the relationship of trust between doctor and patient emo- 
tionally sterile and reduces human contacts, friendly attention and per- 
sonal support to the unavoidable minimum. There is no doubt that many 
doctors and nurses are themselves complaining about all this and fighting 
against it.? 

More and more people are in fear today of being handed over, delivered 
up, taken into the isolation of our vast hospitals, where diagnosis is likely 
to be made on a card index and the personnel are responsible only for 
working a highly specialized service industry; where still more machinery 
and data banks replace interest in the living patient as a person; where 
intensive care units become centers of machinery for the artificial preserva- 
tion of life and technical developments an end in themselves; where doc- 
tors, even as students, are conditioned to objectivity and a scientific 
approach and to nothing else. It is alarming and must give anyone food 
for thought that an investigation showed that a medical student who feels 
called at the beginning of his studies to help the sick ends up “by showing 
concern for other people more rarely than anyone else among the groups 
of students.”* No, fear of a medicine without humanity and consequently 
increasingly inhuman medicine is not without foundation. 

I am perhaps overemphasizing and may be giving the impression that 
I am opposed to the new technicized medicine as such, as if I rejected 
completely the scientific approach and objectivity, technology and speciali- 
zation, and expert assistance. By no means. We all know that this very 
apparatus is an indispensable aid, that it can relieve the doctor of many 
time-consuming routine tasks and enable him to be more concerned than 
formerly with the psychological welfare of his patients. We all know that 
this very confidence in the apparatus, the feeling that something can 
still be done, can lead to a reassuring emotional stability for the patient. 
We know too that doctors are not infrequently placed under great pressure 
by patients with high expectations, who assume that their illness is merely 
a temporary functional disturbance and that medicine with all the techni- 
cal means at its disposal cannot fail to guarantee a long life, free from 
disruption and without any decline in strength and vigor. j 

Nevertheless, we are bound to issue a warning today against isolating 
individual aspects as if they were independent realities. In the present criti- 
cal situation a constructive self-criticism is required, not only in theology 
but also in medicine, which today more than ever is placed in a conflict 
between technical perfection and humanity: if—that is—a change of aware- 


ness and behavior is sought, oriented to greater integrity and humanity, 
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to that philanthropy which is not only morally but also medically necessary 
—for an appropriate diagnosis and a more effective therapy. Pathologically 
oriented and patient-oriented medicine are certainly not alternatives. 

And is it not true that doctors too can do more today than is permissible 
and often they do not know what they ought to do? For not everything 
that is technically possible is humanly right or ethically justifiable. “May 
medicine do what it can?”5 That today is the leading question for medi- 
cal ethics as a whole. The doctor is then often involved in the conflict 
between feasibility and responsibility. He too is faced more urgently than 
ever before with the question of the cui bonum. Whom am I serving with 
what I know and can do? Does this therapy really help people? Does it 
provide a real service to the patient? Are his opportunities of self-realiza- 
tion in the service of his fellow men really increased? 

At the end of his survey of the great developments of medicine in mod- 
ern times in the West, the Freiburg historian of medicine Eduard Seidler 
writes: “Medical science today has reached the end of a mighty epoch 
of quantitative growth in opportunities of knowledge and treatment; as 
in the third century ».c. and in the twelfth, sixteenth and eighteenth cen- 
turies of our era, the time is ripe for assimilating intellectually this:knowl- 
edge and feasibility.”® Yes, the time is ripe for working up intellectually 
this abundance of medical knowledge and power. One of the most gratify- 
ing and hopeful developments in medicine at the present time is the way 
in which the ethical foundations of medical activity and behavior are being 
scrutinized and a medical deontology or ethic considered over a wide area 
and in fact at an international level. I am thinking here not only of the 
Nuremberg Code or the Declarations of Geneva, Helsinki or Tokyo. We 
read in the reports of the German Research Association: “In the last resort 
the tension between ethics and science can be resolved neither by declara- 
tions nor by control mechanisms. The same is true of the tension between 
science and medical practice or between student-training and the well- 
founded interests of the patient. What is really crucial is the prevention 
of unethical behavior. We ought to speak with the younger generation 
of doctors and researchers more frequently about ethics and ethical behav- 
ior and less about the control of these things.” 

All this however is perhaps not quite so simple. For that reason a further 
question must be asked. If the doctor is faced with the question of ethics 
as soon as he has to consider the human dignity of the life and the death 
of his patients, does not this imply also the question going beyond that 
of ethics as such, the question of the background and basis of ethics? 

If the ideology of the progress of scientific development leading automati- 
cally to humanity has been shattered today also in the field of medicine; 
if progress is frequently inhuman in its effects, if rationality often exhibits 
irrational features, if the God Logos increasingly turns out to be an idol; 
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if for this reason, even according to many scientists and doctors, faith in 
science as Weltanschauung—a total explanation of reality—and technoc- 
racy as a quasi religion working as a panacea, as a substitute religion, must 
be given up, if all this is so: 

then—ah, then—for that Dr. Faust, who had made a thorough study of 
medicine, as well as philosophy and jurisprudence (and, sad to say, theo- 
logy), there arises afresh the old question of Gretchen: 


“Please tell me what religion means to you. 
Although I think you very good and kind, 
I doubt if worship weighs much in your mind.”® 


And that is my second question, bringing the whole complex of problems 
to a head: medical ethics without religion? 


2. Medical ethics without religion? 


This much must be said in advance: there is no question here of exploiting 
for theological purposes the widespread skepticism of people today in re- 
gard to science, to technology and also to medicine. For it is clear that 
not every step away from belief in science is automatically a step toward 
religion, toward belief in God. Skepticism in regard to science and tech- 
nology by no means provides a foundation for belief in God. 

And in medicine in particular can there not be “good and kind” people 
even without religion? Certainly it is impossible to deny that even irreli- 
gious people, even atheists and agnostics, can lead a “very good,” a humane, 
moral life and that in practice they sometimes lead a better life than those 
who believe in God. An atheistic humanistic ethic is possible. Fortunately, 
the great majority of our contemporaries, on the basis of more or less 
pragmatic considerations, remain convinced that, without a minimal agree- 
ment on existing basic norms, basic attitudes and basic values, no human 
coexistence is possible, no truly human medicine can be assured and—in 
the midst of all the conflicting interests—even the functioning of democ- 
racy, of the state, becomes questionable. wa 

And yet this lecture is concerned with more than a retreat to an individ- 
ual, subjectively credible humanistic ethos. The principle that every doctor 


ought to behave in a human way seems to be an ethical commonplace, 


requiring no philosophicoreligious justification. But it is not so easy to go 
ts and structures of reasoning 


on from this to justifiable coherent argumen asonin 
for medical behavior. For moral individualism (“I follow my conscience ) 
becomes problematical when the question not only of a subjectively credi- 
ble mode of behavior but one that is obligatory for all, objectively bind- 
ing”, is given thematic expression: 4 comprehensive ethic, based on 
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consideration of presuppositions, conditions and consequences.® Such an 
ethic—and here Kant is completely right—must hold, not only hypotheti- 
cally (under certain conditions), but categorically, without ifs and buts, 
absolutely: an absolute “Thou shalt!” Or it may be expressed in the well- 
known formulation of the Kantian categorical imperative: “Act so that 
the maxim of thy will can always at the same time hold good as a princi- 
ple of universal legislation.” 10 

But today—against the background of nihilism and immoralism, beyond 
good and evil—can we legitimately start out from an unconditional “Thou 
shalt,” which is supposedly imprinted on every thinking being, a primordial 
datum—so to speak—of man’s spirit in the dimension of his will? Why 
should I always behave well? This is not the place to justify at length 
what I want to observe: obviously it is extremely difficult, practically 
impossible to substantiate concretely and convincingly, purely rationally 
—with the aid of reason alone—an absolutely binding ethic, an ethic— 
and I stress this—that obliges me unconditionally. For can it really be 
justified by reason alone why I ought unconditionally to behave well, in 
a human way, why loving is supposed to be better than hating, healing 
better than wounding, saving life better than killing, peace better than 
war—even if it is contrary to our own interests, to the interests of the 
state, of the party, of the Church or other institutions? Has not all this 
and also the opposite been justified by reason, which is and remains 
dependent on interests? Inhumanity, hatred by racial or class conflict 
“reason,” injuries by aggressive “reason,” killing by medicoscientific 
“reason,” war by politicostrategic “reason”? But if this is the situation, 
if reason alone as the source of justification remains dubious, in view 
of the present crisis of orientation, the importance and function may 
not be thoughtlessly disregarded particularly of that factor for man’s 
ethical basis or fundamental orientation which has provided the un- 
conditional justification for ethos and ethic in all the millennia from the 
Stone Age onward. That factor, which cannot be ignored with impunity, 
is religion. 

It is not by chance that what is known as the Hippocratic Oath, for 
dealing with patients, colleagues and the general public, begins and ends 
by invoking the gods; it was not so much juridical as religious in char- 
acter. What Greek doctors swore before the gods of healing, Christian 
doctors swore before the triune God and Muslim doctors before Allah. 
But, we may wonder, why should this oath in particular, from the third 
century B.C., not even stemming from Hippocrates, be the guiding prin- 
ciple binding on doctors of all times and nations? Particularly since 
moralists today are discussing whether this oath—for all its historical im- 
portance—can still provide any sufficiently broad basis for medicoethical 
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problems which are becoming increasingly complex? What authority lies 
behind this oath today? 4 

Without going into this problem at greater length, it must at least be 
indicated in propositional form.!! There is no unconditional, absolute 
obligation to a particular form of behavior without acceptance of an un- 
conditional, of an absolute. No universally binding obligation without 
acceptance of a universally valid binding authority. This means that 
there is no absolutely moral behavior, no universally binding ethos with- 
out the precondition of religion. And if true religion does not provide 
a justification of ethics, its place will be taken by some kind of substitute 
for religion, a pseudo or quasi religion of Marxist, scientistic or other 
provenance. But for a true religion—Christian or non-Christian, as we 
saw—the sole authority that can demand absolute obedience is nothing 
subject to human conditions, not a state and not a Church, not science 
and still less a professional organization, but the Unconditioned pure 
and simple, that one Absolute, wholly Other, that absolutely last and 
absolutely first reality which from time immemorial we have designated 
by the name—admittedly much misused—of God. Religion—more exactly, 
that which binds me unconditionally—would also be the condition of 
the possibility of subjectively independent, universally binding norms of 
behavior. 

The new turning to the true God does not imply any regression to the 
former reduction of sickness to demons, Satan, original sin, personal 
guilt or even divine punishment, what had to be said about hell and the 
devil has been said. Nor does it imply any regression to devout acquies- 
cence in the face of sickness, to fatalism trimmed with Christianity, to 
neglect of medical aid or medicaments for religious reasons, still less a 
return to superstitious practices, to magic, occultism and taboos. No, 
particularly for doctors, the new turning to belief in the true God means 
a struggle against sickness and for man’s health on a new basis: a human 
medicine on truly ethical foundations, a medicine of humanity, rooted in 
amore than human absolutely final and absolutely primal reality. ? 

A medicine of humanity certainly does not mean more state regimen- 
tation or intensification of control mechanisms, nor of course does it 
mean merely mind manipulation or indoctrination. A medicine of hu- 
manity recognizes the complexity of man and of the medical BE 
requiring not only a scientific, technological, one-dimensiona an - 
eration, but one that is multidimensional: one which does justice to the 
human person as a whole, which takes account of science, of ean and 
morality, which at least does not exclude religious feeling. I WOKE! SEN 
not a religious medicine but a medicine open to hag Nor is ma 
obsolete, antiquated medical “professional ethos, but a te medica 
vision, firmly rooted, but continually open to further development. 
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In other words, a medical deontology, a well-founded medical ethic, 
adapted to the new conceptional, methodological and technological data: 
one then that does not ignore the deeper dimensions of reality, but reso- 
lutely takes into account from the medical standpoint the basic questions 
of human existence and of Homo patiens. For in this respect it is often 
literally a question of life and death. What kind of a medical ethic is it 
then which is sought today also by many doctors? To set out in principle 
the meaning and limits of this ethic: 
certainly not a utilitarian ethic serving vested interests, not merely a 
function of a “rational self-interest” or even of the self-interested policy 
of a professional group; 
nor an individualistic situation ethic, appealing to the uniqueness of each 
particular case and the difficulty of setting up universal standards, thus 
leaving the doctor alone to cope even with problems like those of 
thanatology; 
nor yet a rigid legalistic ethic, which, regardless of the situation, even in 
questions of life or death is oriented solely to abstract principles, regu- 
lations and clauses. 

What I am pleading for is a realistic ethic of human mentality and ac- 
tion: where norms throw light on the situation and the situation deter- 
mines the norms; where detailed expert knowledge is combined with moral 
responsibility; where what is sought is a medicine sustained at once by 
cool objectivity, personal commitment and respect for the human dignity 
of the patient. 

Medicine too is faced today with tasks for more than one generation: 
in both scientific investigations with therapeutic objectives and likewise 
pure research into the foundations of human nature, where the principles 
of scientific study must always be in harmony with those of ethical respon- 
sibility. Obviously there are no religious proscriptions or prescriptions for 
the difficulties involved or for all questions of living and dying. Religion, 
the answer to the question of God and an eternal life, is by no means the 
direct answer to immediately relevant everyday medical questions or tech- 
nical questions of detail in regard to the fight against cancer, organ trans- 
plants, or to veterinary or human medicine as a whole. But religion can 
have an effect indirectly—so to speak, from the roots upward—even on 
current everyday medical questions and technical questions of detail; that 
is, by bringing to bear on them basic convictions, basic attitudes, basic 
values, by providing ultimate grounds, convincing motivations, convincing 
norms. That is, not directions for construction or directives for use, but— 
and this is sought by many people—a standpoint, a bearing, a coordinated 
system, a compass. In brief, a knowledge—so much missed and yet so ur- 
N needed—of how to find an orientation in all fields. And thus at 

€ same time a new identity and coherence in life and calling, a new 
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commitment to the welfare of our fellow human beings, the sick. Here 


then is a solid justification for the medicoethical axiom, salus aegroti 
suprema lex: “To heal the sick is the supreme law.” 


3. New approach to sickness and therapy 


In the light of the reality of God it is possible to substantiate what could 
certainly be defended in regard to sickness and therapy even without God, 
but could scarcely be justified without God beyond doubt, unconditionally 
and as universally binding: imperatives of humanity. Requirements, de- 
mands, invitations, not only for the sick but also for the healthy, not only 
for the patients but also and primarily for the doctors. Imperatives of hu- 
manity as they are thrust upon us particularly in the light of the God 
whom we have come to know from the Jewish-Christian tradition. 
1. A new humanity: If—in accordance with Christian self-understand- 
ing—there is a God who wills to be man’s partner, human dignity is not 
an inconsequential postulate or a mere political slogan, but—in the process 
of finding scientific expression and objectivizing—a reality founded in God 
himself, one which for every human being is unrenounceable, never to be 
forfeited: 
humanity then means respect for the value of each and every human being 
as a person, whose dignity remains independent of his role in society, his 
proficiency or usefulness; 
humanity then is never—as extremists on the right or left think—a weak- 
ness, but man’s great task for man—whether healthy or sick, strong or 
weak, young or old, female or male, all of whom as creatures and partners 
of God possess an inalienable dignity which must be respected particularly 
at times of sickness; 
humanity then holds particularly for the sick person, who must never be 
degraded in the process of medical care to an object—an object of research 
or treatment—but must always be taken seriously as a subject and articu- 
late partner in the healing process, thus contributing to the humanizing 


of medicine in the process of humanizing men. $> 
s: [fin accordance with Christian self- 


2. A new approach to sicknes De 
understanding—there is a God who does not leave man alone even in the 


experience of borderline situations, but sustains him in security, both doc- 
tor and patient can establish and indisputably justify a new approach to 
sickness, 

then in the first place the doctor wou 
chemical or biological standpoint, never mere 
of body or mind in need of repair, to be trea 
physical or surgical technique; 


ld never regard sickness from a purely 
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then he would be more inclined to see sickness as a reduction in efficiency, 
as a danger, as a threat to the life of the whole, concrete, individual human 
being, affecting all spheres of human existence; ; 

then the sick person himself would not need—as so often to himself and 
to others—to dismiss his illness as inefficiency, uselessness or weakness or 
in acquiescence or cynicism to play it down; 

then times of sickness would never be times of feeling forsaken by God, 
condemned by God, times of despair, but times of reflection, absorption, 
humanization; 

then—since sufferings of all kinds are part of human existence—times of 
sickness can be as important as working time to the process of learning 
of the human person, amounting to a path to human maturity by ready 
acceptance, endurance, resolution of conflicts and suffering, consciously ac- 
cepting our finiteness. 

3. A new approach to therapy: If there is a God as Christians under- 
stand him, who is a God not only of the mind but also of the body, a 
God not only of the healthy but also of the sick, not only of the young 
but also of the old, a different attitude can be adopted not only to man’s 
eternal salvation but also to his temporal healing, then it is possible to 
justify indisputably for the medical ethos 
that a human being may be understood neither materialistically merely as 
a mindless body nor idealistically as a mind dominating the body, but must 
be taken seriously as body-soul unity, totality, person; 
that man even as sick, as seriously ill, mortally ill, or as an invalid, retains 
his full personal worth, even if he can no longer carry out his function— 
say—as employee or father of a family; 
that every human life is meaningful and remains meaningful and conse- 
quently all care for human life is meaningful and remains meaningful, that 
every human being therefore—even the poor, underprivileged, aged person, 
unable to cope with life—has a right to appropriate care; 
that the doctor has to treat, never merely the illnesses that the person 
has, but the person who is ill; 
that every form of therapy has to be based on pathophysical knowledge, 
experience and prognostic assessment, but has to be oriented at the same 
time to moral norms; 
that highly technicized medicine with its therapeutic apparatus must not 
be allowed to lead to the isolation of the person who is seriously ill and 
the perfect clinic in particular must not become merely a service station 
for the best possible biochemical provision; 


that on the contrary a halt must be called to the lack of consultation in 
our consulting rooms, to the depersonalizing in our hospitals, to the every- 
where threatening dominance 


of apparatus, by means of a renewed domi- 
nance of the human person. 
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All this presupposes an appreciation of the fact that the person is healed 
only by a total therapy, comprehensive aid to body and soul, a humane 
atmosphere in the clinic and especially by human conversation, which is 
an absolute prerequisite for the patient’s trustful collaboration with the 
doctor. There must certainly be a necessary therapeutic dissociation, but 
always combined with empathy; certainly an unavoidable objectivity, but 
always sustained by human concern—even to the very point of dying. 


4. Suppression of death 


It is frequently said today that the great taboo is no longer sexuality, as 
it was when Freud was a young man in prudish Vienna, but dying and 
death. Is this really true? Seen more closely, the answer turns out to be 
inconsistent. 

a. Was there ever a generation more confronted with death than ours? 
We have before us the figures of millions of dead in the Second World 
War, Hitler’s concentration camps, Stalin’s Gulag Archipelago and the 
bombs of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. And what we get every day in the news 
or in the papers about accidents during the night or the day before is 
demonstrated before our eyes again every evening in television. There is 
scarcely a news transmission without some deaths: deaths through desti- 
tution or destruction, through terrorism and wars. To say nothing of all 
the fictitious dead served up to us for our entertainment in crime stories, 
Westerns, tragedies, all to the tune of a famous Italian Western by Sergio 
Leone: “Play me the song of death.” At a meeting of the American Acad- 
emy of Pediatrics in 1971 it was stated that a fourteen-year-old child could 
have seen on the average eighteen thousand dead on television. In view 
of this, how can we talk of a taboo on death? 

Nevertheless, analysts of the sociology of death!? draw attention to the 
fact that the cruel deaths of vast numbers in the Second World War made 
little impression in the long run. And all the reporting of deaths by press, 
radio and television affects us at most for a moment or two but does not 
touch us in the depths of our nature. One way or the other, we cannot 
make the effort to grieve every evening. ee 

We are not then perhaps a priori incapable of grieving, as Alexander 
Mitscherlich diagnosed in his famous study in regard to the assimilation 
of guilt for the National Socialist period, but we have in fact largely be- 
come incapable.!3 And it is easy to understand that fictitious death as 
seen on a large scale in television is more likely to deaden our ee 
than to stir us up. How can a child assimilate emotionally the idea o 
eighteen thousand dead? On the contrary, the figures with ee Bee 
identify in these crime stories, Westerns or science fiction, those who 
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kill but are rarely killed themselves, create for some not the impression 
of their own mortality, but the dangerous illusion of their own immortal- 
ity. In this way it is impossible either to gain an immediate experience 
of death or to come to any reflection on it, all that it means is that death 
is suppressed. Thus we come to the second aspect of the taboo. 

b. How do we really experience death? Stone Age man, as we learned, 
lived with an average expectation of life of perhaps eighteen years and 
scarcely knew “natural” death, but generally death by some human or ani- 
mal enemy, Even at the time of Jesus, the time of the Roman emperors, 
people on the average rarely lived for more than twenty years. Only the 
immense progress of medicine from the nineteenth century onward—espe- 
cially the decline in infantile, child and maternal mortality and also in 
fatal mass epidemics—brought about a radical change. A hundred years 
ago (1875) in Germany and probably likewise in other Western countries 
the average expectation of life had risen to thirty-four years. But today 
it has doubled: about seventy years for men and seventy-five for women." 

This means that formerly every child came into contact with death as 
a matter of course, with that of his sisters or brothers, parents, grandpar- 
ents. Today only very few children have seen the corpse of a relative. Con- 
sequently in the socialization process of the early phase—which is so crucial 
—in practice death plays no part in the formation of the whole attitude 
to reality and to the existential assimilation and management particularly 
of the negative aspect of life. But is the situation very different with adults? 

c. Formerly people died as members of a large family and it was there 
that death was experienced, so that everyone could witness closely the 
death of relatives. But when today do we experience the death of another 
person in such a way that we become aware existentially of our own mor- 
tality? In our highly specialized care for the sick, organized on the basis 
of a division of labor, increasing numbers of people die as patients in a 
hospital (almost two thirds today in the German Federal Republic!?), 
surrounded by experts, doctors and nurses who cannot and may not be 
emotionally involved with every dying person. The situation with visits— 
linked as it is with certain role expectations—permits only a temporally 
and emotionally reduced contact of the relatives with the mortally sick 
person. And fortunately, because of the medicaments provided, a state of 
agony is rarely reached, there is no real death struggle, but more often 
a peaceful falling to sleep, which can be delayed or accelerated within the 
limits of legality. And when the patient is dead, a perfectly organized fu- 
= business, run by specialists, deals with everything from the obituary 
a (retin) ht he eats have ao itle as pr 
business together with laws of i = ‚no less perfectly organized insurance 

inheritance helps to restrict to a minimum 
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what were formerly ominous economic and social consequences of a per- 
son’s death. 

In our society, based as it is on a division of labor, almost everyone 
seems to be a priori replaceable: a whole business can scarcely mourn for 
a worker “greatly appreciated by his colleagues.” Mourning for relatives 
and friends is thus often restricted to a single occasion on the day of the 
funeral. All that is expected is a minimal effort at mourning, at a psycho- 
logical and sociopsychological assimilation of death. The deceased person 
remains irreplaceable only for the very few who were emotionally linked 
with him at that point of time, who however today scarcely show their 
grief or their mourning clothes in public except on the day of the funeral. 

Consequently the “questionnaire” drawn up by Max Frisch in his 
Sketchbook 1966-1971 must sound challenging. These are criticodiagnostic 
questions to “secular” contemporaries, in order to overcome their insistence 
on privacy and unwillingness to speak in regard to death, to bring out 
the differentiations in the spectrum of emotional attitudes and to give ex- 
pression to the feelings, the fears and the hopes that move the person. 
To quote some of these questions directly: 

1. Do you fear death and, if so, at what age did you begin to fear it? 

2. What do you do about it? 

3. If you do not fear death (because you think materialistically, because 
you do not think materialistically ), are you frightened of dying? 

4. Would you like to be immortal? 

5. Have you ever believed yourself to be dying? If so, to what did your 
thoughts then turn: (a) to what you would leave behind? (b) to the 
world situation? (c) to a landscape? (d) to a feeling that it had all 
been in vain? (e) to the things that would never get done without you? 
(£) to the untidiness of your drawers? 

8. Would you like to know how it feels to die? 

10. Do you ever think: Serve you right if I died? 

12, What is it about funerals that upsets you? 

14. Have you friends among the dead? ; 

17. If you think of death, not in a general way but personally in relation 
to your own death, are you always dismayed, and do you feel sorry for 
yourself or for the persons who will survive you? 

22. If you believe in a place to which departed spirits g0 (Hades), do you 
find comfort in the thought that ee al all be reunited in eternity, 

is thi reason why you fear death? . 

24. Pe a eee ae do you not wish to be the one left behind, 
but prefer leaving the sorrow to your panoa 

25. Why do dying people never shed tears? 
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5. New approach to dying 


Direct questions as symptoms of an enormous change of awareness! How 
is this whole momentous development in attitudes to be assessed? Is it 
to be deplored or even turned back? This is scarcely possible. On the other 
hand, such a development is always open to question and the question 
is directed to the humanity of this way of dying. Is dying really more hu- 
man today than it was in former times? This can be claimed only in a 
relative sense. Could it not be more human? At any rate there are tasks 
facing us here. What is problematic is not medical and social progress 
as such, but what we frequently make of it: 

that we thrust death out of our consciousness and the dying as much as 
possible out of our society; 

that we avoid any rational attempt to cope with dying and death; 

that we live ac si mors non esset, as if death, my death, did not exist. 

What in the Middle Ages was known as the ars moriendi, the “art of 
dying,” is something for which our society has not developed any sort of 
cultural background.1? We live for ourselves alone and die for ourselves 
alone. We are far from developing such a cultural background mainly be- 
cause for many people the loss of a meaning to life involves also the loss 
of a meaning to death. At the same time we human beings—as distinct 
from animals—are precisely the beings who are always aware of the ines- 
capability and universality of death and who can cope with it intellectu- 
ally. But the attempt to cope with it is also ambivalent. The author Erich 
Fried does so in a provocative-negative form: 


A dog 

that dies 

and that knows 
that it dies 

like a dog 

and that can say 
that it knows 
that it dies 

like a dog 

is a man?8 


Fyodor Dostoyevsky on the other hand ex 


; presses it in a provocative- 
affirmative form. At the end of Dostoyevsky’s novel, Kolya suddenly cries: 
“Karamazov, is it really true that, as 


our religi i 
from the dead and come to life a ee en 2 


e : nd see one another again, all, and 
Ilyusha?” And Alyosha replied, half laughing, half Be roll: “Certainly 
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we shall rise again, certainly we shall see one another, and shall tell one 
another gladly and joyfully all that has been.” And so Alyosha went with 
the boys serenely to the funeral meal, to eat pancakes: “Well, come along! 
And now we go hand in hand.” And Kolya goes on enthusiastically: “And 
always so, all our life hand in hand! Hurrah for Karamazov!” This is the 
ending of Dostoyevsky’s last and greatest novel (he died January 28, 1881, 
three months after its completion). It bears as its motto: “Verily, verily, 
I say unto you, Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it 
abideth alone; but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit.”!* Elsewhere 
in the same novel, Dostoyevsky, one of the early analysts of the human 
psyche, writes: “My life is drawing to a close. I know that, I feel it. But 
I also feel every day that is left to me how my earthly life is already in 
touch with a new, infinite, unknown but fast approaching future life, the 
anticipation of which sets my soul trembling with rapture and my mind 
glowing, and my heart weeping with joy.” 

The fact that death does not reduce man to silence but permits the 
premonition of something unknown to be articulated has perhaps conse- 
quences also for learning the art of dying our own death. If the meaning 
of life and the meaning of death are necessarily intertwined, the assured 
belief in an eternal life has crucial consequences for a meaningful and re- 
sponsibly organized temporal life, consequences also however for a mean- 
ingful and responsibly accepted death. Not of course that it can be denied 
even here that a person convinced that death leads into eternal life cer- 
tainly does not die more easily right away. The Protestant theologian Eber- 
hard Jiingel writes: “Christian faith does not simply abolish fear of death 
and hatred of death, but it takes away blindness from both, from the fear 
of death and the hatred of death arising from it... . It teaches us to 
understand death. It illuminates death in the light of the gospel. Thus 
it brings light also into the darkness of death.”*? | 

But even for the man who, according to Brecht, dies “like all the ani- 
mals,” for whom “nothing comes after,” death or at least dying remains 
empirically an existential problem. For Epicurus’ confident statement, “So 
long as we exist, death is not with us; but when death comes, then we 
do not exist,”2? is only apparently confident and can in fact easily be 
turned around: “Only as long as we live, is death present—even though 
concealed as the mystery of life.”** There is no doubt that, just as there 
is a fear of judgment and damnation on the part of the believer, there 
is also a fear of uncertainty and death on the part of the unbeliever. 

Could not an assured belief in eternal life, however, itself help doctors 
and patients to break through the taboo on death? Would it not then 

i t the sickbed to tell and to bear the truth in regard 
perhaps be easier even a 4 S death? eea e 
to the primordial personal question of life or death: 1a 
need for “death” to be a word forbidden in hospitals; there would be no 
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need for the doctor to restrict himself to technical competence and func- 
tions as the symptoms appear of oncoming death; not only does he not 
need directly to deceive the patients, he need not leave them in the dark 
about what alone is now important for them. . . . Obviously I do not 
mean that the patient should be brutally attacked with the harsh truth 
and then invited to a fatalistic courage. But it should be possible for doc- 
tor, relatives or friends to reveal the truth to the patient with empathy 
and internal solidarity; successively perhaps, but at any rate adapted to 
the phases of dying—repression, irritation, bargaining, depression and fi- 
nally acceptance—as Elisabeth Kübler-Ross describes them. Responsible 
belief in an eternal life would then be—over and above any soothing or 
consoling function—an aid to overcoming insecurity, embarrassment, 
muteness in face of oncoming death; it would thus be easier perhaps to 
integrate sickness and dying into the life of the patient and to make them 
humanly more endurable. 

Yes, if there is this eternal life in God, a new approach to dying is possi- 
ble. More exactly, if the God proclaimed by Christians exists, who assumes 
a new relationship to man in death, since all other relationships to men 


and things have been broken off, then there would be an unshakable as- 
surance for all this: 


e Man is thus enabled not only to live with human dignity but also to 
die with human dignity. 

e The patient need not cling fearfully to life as the last thing he possesses, 

but can commit himself in greater freedom, detachment and confidence 

to an absolutely last, absolutely first reality. 

In this way a struggle for health can certainly be meaningful, but a strug- 

gle against death at all costs—an aid that becomes a torment—is non- 

sense. In a particular situation the only thing that can actually be 

meaningful is prayer. 

The doctor too will not see in death his deadly enemy, to which he 

yields when he can no longer fight it. On the contrary, the doctor is 

enabled to accompany the dying person to the very end, so that the 

advent of death is not the signal for the doctor to go. 

The medical precept consistently to the end would thus be applied hu- 

manity: a medical achievement that cannot be calculated by an insur- 

ance scheme, cannot be paid for by the patient, but is more precious 


than any amount of expensive medicaments. But that brings us to the 
question of assisted dying. 
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6. Assisted dying—passive 


The enormous prolongation of human life confronts both individuals and 
society with increasing problems. The increasing number of old people, 
the widening upward of the age pyramid, has considerable economic and 
social effects, for instance, in regard to care for the aged with pension 
schemes. Fewer and fewer young people have to provide for more and 
more older people. Moreover there are individuals and groups who are be- 
ginning to feel increasingly that the artificial prolongation of life is more 
of a burden than a benefit. For this reason they proclaim the right to 
a “natural death” and demand an appropriate change of legislation in re- 
gard to assisted death or euthanasia. This delicate theme cannot simply 
be disregarded in a lecture on dying with dignity. But all that I can do 
here is to state briefly what seems important to me, without entering into 
details of medicoethical casuistry, which is a matter for specialists in both 
disciplines. 

By aids to dying in the widest sense can be understood all steps under- 
taken in regard to body or psyche to ease the dying of the incurably sick 
(moribund). I am speaking here primarily of medical aids to dying and 
mean by that any medical measure for the incurably sick to avoid a painful 
end. The terminology in regard to assisted death or euthanasia is somewhat 
confusing: genuine or spurious, life-shortening or not life-shortening, active 
or passive, direct or indirect . . . I shall proceed pragmatically and distin- 
guish two things: what is not generally disputed today among medical 
men, jurists and theologians, and what is disputed. Firstly, what is not 
disputed? There are three aspects: 

1. What has to be rejected is pseudo-assisted dying or pseudo euthanasia 
(euthanasia in the pejorative-improper sense). By this is meant the de- 
struction of life allegedly “not worth prolonging” ordered by the state and 
carried out without the consent of the person concerned: that is, the de- 
liberate killing of deformed people, mentally or physically sick people and 
also socially unproductive persons. ieee Pr 

Originally however, in Greek and Roman antiquity, euthanasia mani 
literally “good dying,” “beautiful,” swift, easy, painless death, occasionally 
also the honorable death of the warrior in battle. Relief of pain in the 


i i i is Bacon at 
first recognized as a medical task by Francis 
Bee eects s has been called euthanasia medica from 


the end of the sixteenth century— ‘ 
the nineteenth century onward. The discussion about exemption from pen- 
alities for euthanasia, for planned killing on demand and a limited killing 


of the incurably sick—and this should not be forgotten in connection with 
belief in an eternal life—first began in the antireligious, rationalist Federa- 
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tion of German Monists before the First World War, prepared by social- 
Darwinist trends. From the thirties onward there have been euthanasia 
societies also in the Anglo-Saxon countries, propagatıng the right to an 
acceptable death. In his Sketchbook Max Frisch takes up a position in 
the background and describes with ironic dissociation and satirical aliena- 
tion the formation of a “suicide club” in which eleven gentlemen have 
come together to take practical measures against overpopulation and the 
increase in the number of the aged in society.” 

The demand for a “suicide club” however had long been satisfied in 
an appalling way by history. As early as 1920 there appeared a book by 
Karl Binding and Alfred Hoche with the title “Freedom for the Destruc- 
tion of Life not Worth Prolonging,”®* which demanded the killing of 
“empty shells of human beings” and “ballast existences” for whom human 
society could not be expected to care. The Hitler regime by its notorious 
“euthanasia program” recklessly put this theory into practice and even ex- 
tended it, so that the meaning of the term “euthanasia” was gruesomely 
twisted into its very opposite. As a result of a secret order of the Fiihrer 
on September 1, 1939, approximately sixty thousand to eighty thousand 
human beings were killed in special “death establishments” up to August 
1941. Only protests mainly from church circles (Bishop Clemens August 
von Galen of Miinster) led to the cessation of these mass murders: child 
euthanasia and individual “unauthorized” killings of concentration-camp 
detainees, supposedly “unfit to live”—against which there was no episcopal 
protest at the time—continued until 1945. 

From the time of the holocaust of millions supposedly “unfit to live” 
(Jews, gypsies, Slavs and others), there has been no doubt that this form 
of euthanasia is sheer, atrocious murder. The great international doctors’ 
declarations also since the Second World War leave no doubt about it. 
Compulsory euthanasia is not open to discussion and it offends deeply 
against human rights. 

2. Generally accepted is also (genuine) assisted dying or euthanasia 
without shortening of life, where the doctor restricts himself to providing 
pain-killers or anaesthetics. This kind of assisted dying is legally safe, ethi- 
cally justifiable and medically required. Since the person has a right to 
a natural, truly human, humane death, it is part of this humane death 
fae ee none be reduced to what is bearable and that the 
only east with the ae Sn r psychopharmalogical cuenino 
mean that p E aie ical H a This, of course goes a 
friendly human attention. 5 i En wapite (iho irot DUISINE and 


3. Generally accepted also is passive assisted dyi MIT 
; ; a ying or euthanasia with 
& ae of life as an incidental effect (= indirect assisted dying). 
me De more cxact—assisted dying by breaking off artificial prolonga- 
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tion of life. It was a principle also of classical moral theology that it was 
not necessary to use media extraordinaria, “extraordinary means,” for the 
preservation of life. This is true both for the patient and for the doctor. 
Which means in the concrete: 

The patient is not obliged in every situation to submit to any possible 
form of therapy or operation in order to prolong his life; he can certainly 
refuse for instance to have a heart pacemaker or to continue a hemodi- 
alysis. On the other hand however it cannot be denied that there are situa- 
tions in which the patient may feel—perhaps for the sake of his family— 
that he has to submit to a particular operation. 

Neither is the doctor bound in every case to use extraordinary means 
in order to prolong life at all costs. If—for example—a carcinoma or irre- 
parable brain damage is not treated and vital organic functions cannot 
be restored, if the patient’s resistance is exhausted, if the process of dying 
goes on for a long time and is reduced to the gradual cessation of the 
last vital functions, the doctor need not tackle further complications that 
arise, even if this means that death is hastened. He need not then continue 
endlessly a particular form of therapy, but may leave the patient to die 
a “natural” death. This is an assisted dying at which the doctor remains 
passive and the shortening of life occurs indirectly; today there is a large 
measure of agreement in regard to this passive assisted dying on the part 
of doctors, jurists and theologians. This form of assisted dying is also com- 
monly described as breaking off artificial prolongation of life. It must be 
distinguished in principle—and moral theologians such as A. Auer,” F. 
Bockle,2? U. Eibach,?* A. Ziegler,” attach the greatest importance to this 
—from active assisted dying by the doctor, where a shortening of life is 
directly sought. But that means that we are now faced with the question 
that is hotly disputed today. 


7. Assisted dying—also active? 


This active assisted dying (active euthanasia), aiming directly at a shorten- 
ing of life, “mercy killing” is a matter of dispute. Formerly a consensus 
prevailed in regard to the rejection of any form of active assisted dying: 
hence in the majority of countries the killing of a person, even at the lat- 
ter’s express wish, remains as before a criminal offense. 

The fact cannot however be overlooked that today more and more peo- 
ple and even whole organizations (euthanasia societies) are asking for the 
legalization of “mercy killing,” carried out voluntarily by a doctor prepared 
to do so. As distinct from the Nazi compulsory euthanasia, it 1s a question 
here of a completely voluntary euthanasia on the part of both patient and 
doctor, where the exact conditions—in the narrower or the wider sense— 
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are laid down in a declaration of the person concerned, authenticated by 
a notary public. The person would be put to sleep either solely with an 
incurable disease leading to death; or with a nonfatal but serious and pain- 
ful bodily complaint (for example, respiratory paralysis); or—finally—with 
serious and irreparable brain damage or brain disease. 

The theological controversy is centered on the question of whether man 
has the right to dispose of his life even up to his death. It should be noted 
that for us the question arises here, not in regard to the healthy person, 
but to someone who is seriously ill and even doomed to die (moribund). 
That is to say, I am not talking here about the person who is suffering— 
and often only for a time—simply from weariness of life, of a young per- 
son—for instance—whose first love affair has gone to pieces and who now 
despairs of life. No, we are talking about a person at the end of life, ines- 
capably approaching his death, caused by an incurable disease. Can he 
dispose of his life? 

Yes, say the advocates of active assisted dying, man has this right in 
virtue of his autonomous power of disposal over himself, and the liberal 
constitutional state together with its courts has to enable him to use this 
right; but the churches must not try to impose their own moral and re- 
ligious views on ideological minorities. 

No, say not only most theologians, but also most jurists and doctors. 
They point out that the person himself may not dispose of his life and 
that the doctor is there to heal, not to kill. Moreover, it is striking that 
more healthy and young than old and sick people are calling for permission 
for mercy killing. It is completely different in the concrete situation of 
hopeless sickness; a wish of this kind, as a result of medical experiences, 
is only rarely expressed. It is precisely in the interests of a properly under- 
stood freedom of the human person—say the jurists—that the constitu- 
tional state cannot permit killing on demand. And some theologians add 
that human life is based on God’s consent to man, that it is God’s creation 
and gift and therefore outside human control. 

The situation in regard to the arguments is extremely complicated and 
full of objective difficulties. But are the theological arguments in particular 


—and it is to these that I must mainly devote my attentio 


convincing for the suffering, doomed sick person or the senile person? 
Human life is God’s “ 


f gift,” certainly. But is it not also—according to God’s 
will—man’s task? 


Human life is God’s “creation,” certainly. But is it not—according to the 
Creator's mandate—also man’s responsibility? 
Man must hold out to his “appointed” « i 

; ppointed” end. H 
ae P nd. But what is the end ap 


A “premature withdrawal” 


n—completely 


of life is a human refusal of the divine consent. 
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But what is the meaning of “premature” when we are speaking of a life 
that has been destroyed physically or psychologically? 

In this respect we must not attempt to construct false counterargu- 
ments. No advocate of a more active assisted death thinks that the person 
becomes “nonhuman” or “no longer human” as a result of incurable sick- 
ness, senility or definitive unconsciousness. On the contrary, precisely be- 
cause man is and remains human, he has a right to live a life worthy of 
a human being and to die with human dignity, a right that may possibly 
be denied him if he is continually dependent on surgical apparatus and 
medicaments: that is, when all that is possible is to go on merely vegetat- 
ing, to sustain a merely vegetative existence. In this light none of the three 
partial objectives of assisted dying—prolongation of life, diminishing suffer- 
ing and preservation of freedom—may be made absolute, but must all 
be brought into harmony with each other. 

Countless people were unable to understand those American doctors 
who preserved artificially for months the life that could not have been 
saved anyway of the unconscious Karen Ann Quinlan, even against the 
wishes of her parents.”° On the other hand, countless people did under- 
stand that Dutch woman doctor who let her semiparalyzed, depressive 
seventy-eight-year-old mother pass away as a result of an overdose of mor- 
phia. Some described it as “killing,” others called it “compassion,” “mercy,” 
“helpful love.” If we look more closely, the gray areas in the process of 
distinguishing between active and passive assisted dying increase in size. 
Is the breaking off of a life-preserving medical aid—for instance, the discon- 
nection of a heart-lung machine—an active or a passive aid to dying? From 
the standpoint of the effect (oncoming of death), the termination of ac- 
tive treatment (normal dose of morphia and stoppage of artificial feeding) 
can be precisely the same thing as active treatment (overdose of morphia). 
What can be clearly distinguished conceptually often cannot be kept apart 
in the concrete; here the boundaries between all these ideas of aids—be- 
tween active and passive, natural and artificial, life-preserving and life- 
terminating—are obviously fluid.* And it is typical of the uncertain 
situation that the competent Dutch court condemned that doctor, as the 
(existing) law required, but was content at the same time with a symbolic 
prison sentence of ten days, which the doctor did not have to serve. 

Are these exceptional cases? Do we perhaps identify ourselves too emo- 
tionally with someone in a tragic situation and thus sacrifice sacred prin- 
ciples? That would be an oversimplified view. Might it not also here be 
a question of the rapid change in the sense of values and norms, which 
must be taken into account in the enormous influence of the rapid scien- 
tific-medical development on our feeling for life? Control over the proc- 
esses of life is increasingly possible and placed under human responsibility. 
We have already experienced such a rapid change in the sense of values 
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and norms in regard to the beginning of human life. At one time many 
moral theologians interpreted and rejected active, “artificial” birth contro] 
as a denial of God’s sovereignty over life, until they had to admit that 
the beginning also of human life had been placed by God under man’s 
responsibility (not at his arbitrary choice). Is it conceivable that the end 
too of human life has been placed more than hitherto under the responsi- 
bility (not at the whim) of man by the same God, who does not want 
us to shift off onto him a responsibility that we ourselves can and ‘should 
bear??? 

With these observations on a highly controversial question, I do not 
want to support any definitive, irreformable doctrine, but to put forward 
for reflection what seem to me to be a few justifiable questions which 
might lead to a more relaxed discussion. Otherwise it seems to me that 
there is a great danger of the formation of rigid fronts similar to those 
adopted in the debate on abortion (the arguments—for example—of the 
moralists J. Fletcher?3 and P. Sporken*4 in regard to active assisted dying 
ought to be discussed more seriously than they have hitherto been dis- 
cussed in traditional moral theology). The question of assisted dying must 
be removed from the theological taboo zone, in which it remained for a 
long time. But it is completely clear what disastrous consequences any de- 
viation from the principle of the inviolability of human life can have, even 
though those on the other side are not to be regarded simply as supporters 
of the Nazi compulsory euthanasia, which of course no one really wants 
now. Just as there is no life that is “unfit to live,” neither is there any 
life “worth living” under all circumstances, as if life that remains capable 
of purely biological functions were the supreme good. 

What I am advocating then is permission not for mercy killing but for 
a reflection on human responsibility even for dying and for a little less 
fear and nervousness about decisions in this respect, both on the side of 
the patient and on the side of the doctor. I am advocating man’s respon- 

- sibility, particularly from a specifically theological viewpoint, which at- 
tempts to take seriously belief not merely in a temporal, but also in an 
eternal life. For: 

If man does not die pointlessly into nothingness, but into an absolutely 
last, absolutely first reality, if then his dying is not mere absurd departure 


and decline, but incoming and homecoming, then what follows can be 
justified: 


e The doctor need never regard the process of dying or even the death 
of a patient (even when recorded) as a personal defeat, which he has 
to cover up as far as possible from himself and others. Certainly he 
should do everything possible to cure the person, but not everything to 
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postpone death artificially and technically for hours, days or even years 
often in the midst of intolerable torment. 
A therapy remains meaningful only as long as it leads, not merely to 
a continual vegetating, but to the rehabilitation—that is, to the restora- 
tion—of vital bodily functions that have lapsed and thus to the restora- 
tion of the whole human person. Even an operation or intensive ther- 
apy may never be an end in itself, but must always be a means to the 
end of a new life of human dignity. The distinction then must con- 
stantly be made between what is technically feasible and what is medi- 
cally meaningful. 

e The patient himself has the right to refuse treatment intended to pro- 
long life; he is not to be brought back under all circumstances even out 
of his agony. The dying person is not to be pushed off into isolation 
(into a side room), but should remain as far as possible integrated 
within the hospital, so that he is not denied contact with other human 
beings—the most important aid to dying—particularly in the final mo- 
ments of fear. 

o The task in regard to the dying person then should not be restricted 
to medical treatment alone, but—as required by the particular situation 
—should consist also in the human devotion of doctors, nurses, pastors, 
relatives and friends. 


8. Dying with Christian dignity 


In all this we can have no illusions about our own behavior at death. In 
this connection Gertrud von le Fort’s novella “The Last at the Scaftold”®* 
always comes to mind. This describes how in the midst of the revolution- 
ary events in Paris the Carmelite nun Blanche de la Force first flees from 
the convent, because she cannot get rid of her fear of death, but then 
voluntarily follows the tumbril in which her sisters are going to their execu- 
tion, and finally overcomes her fear and goes with them to a martyrs 
death. 

It can be like that, but it can also be different. Someone who now talks 
bravely about death can be reduced to silence by fear at its actual onset. 
Those who think they are firm should take care lest they fall—theologians 
first of all. Every mortal being has his own wholly personal death to die, 
with its own particular burdens, fears and hopes. ee 

But ought there not to be today once more something like an ars 
moriendi, an “art of dying”? Certainly not in the style of those little books 
on dying, with this title, widely circulated in the great epidemics and the 
atmosphere of death of the late Middle Ages as a preparation for the mo- 
ment of death, which in their illustrated editions depicted scenes of angels 
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and devils in conflict at the deathbed. But perhaps there might be an ars 
moriendi, based on authentic Christian faith, which would not lead people 
to go “singing” to their death (as the Carmelites did in their longing for 
martyrdom), but which would enable the day of death to be understood— 
as was usual from the fourth century in the early Church—certainly as 
hemera genethlios, as dies natalis: as the day of birth into a new, eter- 
nal life. 

Yes, ought it not to be possible out of belief in God, out of belief in 
God’s eternal life, in our—my—eternal life, to die a wholly different hu- 
man death, a death with truly human dignity, in fact a death with Chris- 
tian dignity? The Christian element here being understood not as an 
extra, a higher kind of drug, a superstructure, a mystification, but as a re- 
inforcement, as a way of plumbing the depths of the human, which can 
reach down to and sustain even the unfathomable depths of the negative, 
dark and fatal. 

Or must it be said that what is possible to the stoic is not possible to 
the Christian? The Roman philosopher-emperor Marcus Aurelius, who 
held a stoic-pantheistic belief in a “universal nature,” ends his unique 
“Communings with Himself”: “What hardship then is there in being ban- 

. ished from the city, not by a tyrant or an unjust judge, but by Nature 
who settled you in it? So might a praetor who commissions a comic actor, 
dismiss him from the stage. But I have not played my five acts, but only 
three. Very possibly, but in life three acts count as a full play. For he, 
who is responsible for your composition originally, and your dissolution 
now, decides when it is complete. But you are responsible for neither. De- 
part then with a good grace, for he who dismisses you is gracious.”?° This 
is the authentic stoic attitude. 

Once more, should not what was possible to the stoic be possible also 
to the Christian? Should it not be possible to him who believes in some- 
thing more than an all-begetting and all-engulfing universal nature, who 
believes in an absolutely last, absolutely first reality that we call life, good, 
love itself, that we may call the loving God and Father / Mother of hu- 
manity? Should it not be possible to the Christian who can see all that is 
human and all-too-human, his finite nature and infinite longing, in the 
light of that Crucified One who was taken up as the absolutely solitary 
and forsaken dying person by this living God out of the darkness of death 
into his eternal life? 

Bae ec ne Bec hristian must not—like the stoic— 
composure. Jesus Christ ‘tid eae like ee a Een ae 
rei er a cea stoic in dispassionate serenity, 
ol th fae of ane see ci and Rn with the cry of one forsaken 
trembling, but—with Jesus’ fe if aa nee potsceny: his fear and 

2 ar of death behind him, Jesus’ cry still in 
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his ear—he may be certain that this fear too and this trembling are encom- 
passed by God who is love, are transformed into the freedom of the chil- 
dren of God. The attitude of the Christian to death will then in fact be 
the attitude to a death that has been transformed. As E. Jiingel puts it: 
“A death that has been deprived of power. Not that this can be seen in 
death itself. Its power still seems too great. The fact that death has been 
deprived of power, that it had to leave behind its sting in God, is an article 
of faith. Without faith then we can in fact only hate death—or simply 
be resigned to it. In faith on the other hand hatred of death is turned 
into mockery, and particularly in view of the bitterness of death. ‘Scripture 
proclaims how one death devoured the other: death has been turned to 
mockery,’ we hear in an Easter hymn of Luther. But this spiritual mockery 
is nothing but concrete trust in God. And it is not spiritual presumption 
only if it proves effective as care for life. Mocking at death means especially 
not allowing life to be mocked at.”?? 

From the time when the sting was drawn out of death by the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus Christ, the message of eternal life in God, who proved his 
fidelity in Jesus Christ, has never ceased to be heard. From that time 
onward we have been able with reasonable trust to rely on the fact 
that there is no depth of human existence, no guilt, no hardship, fear of 
death or forsakenness, that is not encompassed by a God who is always 
ahead of man, even in death. From then onward we have been able confi- 
dently to assume that we do not die into a darkness, into a void, a nothing- 
ness, but into a new existence, into the fullness, the peleroma, the 
light of a quite different day and that at the same time we do not have 
to achieve anything new, but only permit ourselves to be called, led, sus- 
tained. The Protestant theologian Heinrich Zahrnt rightly says: “Christian 
belief in eternal life follows quite logically from belief in the God pro- 
claimed by Jesus Christ; it forms merely the perspective of the latter drawn 
out to infinity. When all the guarantees, supports and bridges break down 
by which we strive to secure our life, when we lose all the ground from 
under our feet and sink into complete unconsciousness, from which we 
can no longer relate to any of our fellow human beings and none of them 
can relate to us, then faith becomes total, then it is revealed as what it 
always is or should be by its very nature: reliance on God alone and conse- 
quently faith in life and death.”?® 

From this theological perspective death will in fact acquire a different 
place in the scale of values. Death will no longer be the brutal power of 
destruction, the extinguishing and breaking off of human possibilities. It 
will cease to be man’s enemy, will not triumph over him at the end. Re- 
garded theologically or—as the American Protestant theologian Langdon 
Gilkey says—“theonomously,” “death shows its reality, power and meaning, 
but in pointing beyond itself to its own infinite ground, it is itself tran- 
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scended and its negative annihilating power is withdrawn. Through death 
we transcend both life and death. Death can, therefore, be ‘transparent’ 
to the transcendent, to a divine power that is neither simply life nor is 
simply death.”3® 

According to Gilkey, this view of death also provides the framework 
“for understanding that final ethical message of the gospel, and of many 
another religious tradition: He or she who would live, let them first die; 
he or she who would save their life, let them give it for another. To 
die to the self is to begin truly to live. Here death is more than a mere 
negation; it is itself a vehicle or medium of the transcendent, a medium 
that must be accepted, approved and willed, if life is to be found.”!0 If 
then we look to the cross of Christ and the reconciliation of God with 
men, that took place there, “in some strange way death has already become 
a medium of revelation, a mode of the divine action and so even a symbol 
of the divine through which the divine is itself manifested to us., Trough 
this death, according to all Christian piety and theology, God manifests 
his / her power, purposes, and love to us. This we have also found appro- 
priate and true for our own death: for a self that is willing to die to itself, 
death is an aspect of our existence to be accepted and embraced as itself 
a step, a medium, a symbol of the transcendent ground on which we are 
dependent.”*! 

Is it not possible to draw from this some conclusions in regard to a 
new approach to dying? To be more exact, might not even a different way 
of dying be possible, at least if we are given time for dying and death 
does not come upon us suddenly? Ought it not to be possible to die— 
certainly supported and helped by all the skills and medicaments of the 
doctors—perhaps not without pains and worries, but nevertheless without 
fear of death? By relying—despite breaking off all links with human beings 
and things—wholly on the one link, re-ligio, while all departing involves 
hope of a new beginning, knowing that dying itself was always a part of 
Christian living. In this way would not a dying in composure, quiet expec- 
tation, hopeful certainty, be possible, perhaps even—after everything is 
settled that needs to be settled—in joyous, devoted gratitude for what was 
—with all its evils—a tich life in the present age, a life now dissolved 
(aufgehoben in the threefold Hegelian sense) into eternity? In the nega- 
tive sense, destroyed by death. But at the same time in a positive sense, 
Ree i oer fet And so finally sublated in the transcen- 
ia ear te ee ife and death into the Infinite of eternal 
dies of space and time, but in the dimension of the 


If then it is not the doctor but God who remains Lord over life and 
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death, death and life, man can also gain a new freedom in this life of 
suffering: 


e liberation for a new freedom, not from suffering but in suffering, that 
freedom of the believer who is never depressed by any fear of pain, who 
never despairs even in death in all his doubts about himself and the 
world; 

liberation from the illusion that we could ever abolish death and the 
discordance of reality as a whole by technological developments, psycho- 
logical stabilization, genetic manipulation, break through the vicious cir- 
cle of human self-destruction and ourselves create the realm of freedom 
from all suffering and death; 

liberation for the sober understanding that suffering and death can be 
fought with every means, but not finally conquered, that all the tech- 
niques of healing still fail to silence the question of the healing of the 
whole; 

liberation for encouraging hope that suffering and dying are not the de- 
finitive, the ultimate, that—on the contrary—the ultimate for man is 
a life without suffering and death, which however neither the human 
individual nor human society can ever realize, but which man can expect 
only from the consummation, from the mysterious wholly Other, from 
his God. 


A dying in gratitude—this would seem to me to be dying, not only with 
human, but with Christian dignity. That at least is what I felt in the Min- 
ister at Basel when as an ecumenical theologian I had to speak for Catho- 
lics on the death of my fellow countryman and fatherly friend Karl Barth. 
There was to be no lugubrious address, no lamentation, no groaning and 
moaning, but gratitude and—after Mozartian sounds of flute and harp— 
the powerful singing of the congregation, in which not only believers 
joined but also many doubters and perhaps those who no longer believed 
or did not yet believe: “Now thank we all our God, with heart and hands 
and voices, who wondrous things has done, in whom the world re- 
joices. . . .” Was all this wishful thinking? No, a thanksgiving in recollec- 
tion and anticipation of an eternal life which again turns our attention 
to a meaningful temporal life. There will be more to say about this under 
the heading “Heaven on Earth?” in the next lecture. 


VIII. Heaven on earth? 


1. Why are we on earth? 


“Why are we on earth?” According to the Standard Catechism by Joseph 
Deharbe, S.J. (1847), which had a wide circulation until well into the 
present century, the answer to this well-known catechism question ran: 
“We are on earth to know God, to love him, to serve him and so one 
day to get to heaven.” Is this answer true today? 

The question occurs again also in the catechisms of other churches, even 
though mostly in a different position, in a different form and with a differ- 
ent answer. We read—for instance—in Calvin’s Geneva Catechism of 
1542: “Quelle est la principale fin de la vie humaine?” (“What is the main 
purpose of human life?”). The answer is: “C’est de cognoistre Dieu” (“To 
know God”). Here too we ask if this answer is valid today. 

What is aimed at by setting out the problem in this way is the question 
of the meaning of life, which requires a decisive answer from every Chris- 
tian and in fact from every human being. Of course, whether we use the 
Catholic form, “to do God’s will and so to get to heaven,” or the Calvinist 
form, “to know God” and so to glorify him, most answers to this funda- 
mental catechism question seem too narrow to be convincing today. Not 
of course that these older formulas should simply be discarded, but neither 
should they simply be repeated in so many words. Critically examined, 
the older formulas can scarcely be described as purely and simply absurd, 
but neither can they be presented as perennially true: they must be seen 
as in many ways historically and sociologically conditioned. These answers 
of faith are to be continually sought out and formulated afresh, the im- 
portant thing being not the consistency of the terminology, but the consis- 
tency of the main intentions and the essential content. 

Today then we cannot avoid giving the formula “to serve God and to 
get to heaven a different shape in the light of different perspectives, 
ee. pe it together again. Nor can it be denied today 
but also man onde as ae B not only God and the divine, 
but also earth and En ing all that is human. Not only heaven, 
Ss? ko nn Ca y happiness. Not only “to know God,” “to love 

? » but also self-realization, self-development, humani- 
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zation. From this standpoint ought it not to be considered more clearly 
than hitherto what the present moment means for man’s last end: daily 
work, incorporation into the human community and the entanglement in 
sociological conditions, the necessary removal of alienation and genuine 
emancipation? 

In order to grasp the whole seductive force of these questions, we are 
starting out from a lyrical text which brings out the urgency of the prob- 
lem in evocative verses. I quote the beginning of a poem, written in France 
but intended for Germany and the world: 


It was in November's dreary days: 
The year grew heavy-hearted, 

The wind stripped all the forests bare; 
For Germany I departed. 


And when I came to the border line 
My heart beat something fearful 
Within my breast; I even felt 

My eyes grow moist and tearful. 


And hearing the German language I 
Felt strange beyond all measure; 

It was as if my heart began 

To bleed away with pleasure. 

A little harp girl played and sang. 

Her song rang true in feeling; 

Her voice rang false; but I was moved— 
I found it so appealing. 

She sang of love and lovers’ woes, 

Of sacrifice, till the morrow 

We meet up in that better world 

That knows no pain or sorrow. 

She sang of this earthly vale of tears, 
Of joy one never recaptures, 

Of the great Beyond where souls are glad, 
Transfigured in deathless raptures. 


She sang the old abnegation tune, 

The lullaby Heaven simpers 

To lull the People back to sleep 

When that lummox whines and whimpers. 
I know the tune, I know the words, 

I know its authors, I'm thinking: 

I know how in secret they guzzle wine 

And in public preach water-drinking. 
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A newer song, a better song, 

My friends, let’s bring to birth now! 
We shall proceed right here to build 
The Kingdom of Heaven on earth now. 


We wish to be happy here on earth, 
All want eradicated; 

The idler’s belly shall not consume 
What toilers’ hands have created. 


The soil produces bread enough 

For all mankind's nutrition, 

Plus rose and myrtle, beauty and joy, 
And sugar peas in addition. 


Yes, sugar peas for everyone 
Piled high upon the barrows! 
The heavens we can safely leave 
To the angels and the sparrows. 


Heinrich Heine continues in this style in his “Germany: A Winter’s 
Tale,”* written in January 1844, three years after Ludwig Feuerbach’s Es- 
sence of Christianity. It was written also in a year which established for 


Heine an intense friendly relationship to another German exile in Paris: 
Karl Marx. 


2. Critique of heaven becomes critique of earth 


a. “The heavens we can safely leave / To the angels and the sparrows”: 
these lines are not too remote from the crucial critical statements with 
which Karl Marx himself approached the question of religion in his treatise 
Contribution to a Critique of the Hegelian Philosophy of Law, a book 
which did not get beyond the introduction, but which represents the sole 
attempt in Marxist literature to justify philosophically the Marxist theory 
of religion: “The task of history, therefore, once the world beyond the 
truth has disappeared, is to establish the truth of this world. The immedi- 
ate task of philosophy, which is at the service of history, once the holy 
form of self-estrangement has been unmasked, is to mama self-estrange- 
ment in its unholy forms. Thus the criticism of heaven turns into the criti- 
cism of the earth, the criticism of religion into the criticism of law and 
the criticism of theology into the criticism of politics.”3 

The essential agreement between Heine and Marx is anything but a his- 
torical accident. For the work on Hegelian criticism was Marx’s contribu- 
tion to the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher, of which only one issue 
appeared in Paris in 1844, the same year in which Heine completed his 
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“Winter's Tale.” Heine himself owed to Marx his turning to political po- 
etry; he had then contributed critical derisive poetry on Bavaria’s King 
Ludwig to this first issue of the “Yearbooks.” Conversely it was Marx who 
saw to the publication of Heine’s sociocritical “Wéinter’s Tale” in the so- 
cialist periodical Vorwärts, before he himself was expelled from Paris 
in January 1845. 

For Marx “the criticism of religion is in the main complete”* and the 
person who had made “the world beyond the truth” disappear and “un- 
masked the holy form of human self-estrangement” was no other than 
Ludwig Feuerbach, despite all his reservations in regard to the latter. In 
the same year 1844 in a first letter from Paris Marx had attempted to 
suggest his own view to Feuerbach: “In these writings, you have provided— 
I don’t know whether intentionally—a philosophical basis for socialism, 
and the Communists have immediately understood them in this way. The 
unity of man with man, which is based on the real differences between 
men, the concept of the human species brought down from the heaven 
of abstraction to the real earth, what is this but the concept of society?”® 

There is no doubt that Marx was one of those people who—like Feuer- 
bach—wanted to bring heaven to earth instead of seeking—like Christians 
_to transfer earth to heaven. His critique of heaven has to be seen as 
an attempt to bring down and realize on earth everything by way of wishes 
and values that man had squandered on an imaginary heaven. In brief, 
it was a question of establishing something like a “heaven on earth.” This 
can reasonably be described as a basic theme of the Marxist critique of 
religion, but also as an essential element of the Marxist understanding of 
politics. 

For it had become clear to Marx in Paris that the critique of heaven 
had to be turned into a critique of earth, which meant that religious criti- 
cism had to be turned into sociopolitical criticism; Feuerbach’s humanistic- 
democratic humanism had to be replaced by what Moses Hess termed a 
sociorevolutionary “philosophy of the deed.” Enlightenment, change of 
awareness, freedom from religiomoral constraints, are not sufficient; there 
must also be—as Marx explained in his Theses on Feuerbach—physically 
human activity, praxis, practical-critical and in fact revolutionary activity: 
in order to create the realm of freedom, a classless, socialist society. As 
Marx expressed it: “The chief defect of all hitherto existing materialism— 
that of Feuerbach included—is that the thing, reality, sensuousness, 1$ Con- 
ceived only in the form of the object or of contemplation, but not as hu- 
man sensuous activity, practice, not subjectively . - - Hence he does not 
grasp the significance of ‘revolutionary’, of “practical-critical activity. ... 
In practice man must prove the truth, that is the reality and power, the 
this-sidedness of his thinking.”® ed 

Certainly Feuerbach himself was an advocate of human emancipation. 
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For him this is linked with understanding of human nature, human ideals, 
the organization of human conditions, and is characterized by bourgeois 
ideas of reform and morality. But Feuerbach consequently expects social 
reorganization mainly through enlightenment, changed awareness, freedom 
from religious and moral constraints and the regaining of human relation- 
ships with both men and nature. He appeals, therefore—without any sub- 
stantial practical results—to the individual member of bourgeois society 
and to his quest for happiness, which must be realized in the other person 
and must also constantly be limited by that other person’s justified quest 
for happiness. The conquest of selfishness (which, according to him, finds 
expression particularly in religion) is to be attained by love for man. 

Marx, on the other hand, analyzes human emancipation as a social ques- 
tion from the economic, political and ideological viewpoints. For him 
emancipation is a problem, not of selfishness, but of economic constraints 
and social classes. What is required is not a new relationship of man to 
nonhuman nature, but a different approach to practical politics. Marx ex- 
pects social reorganization as a result of revolutionizing society from the 
bottom upward. He appeals therefore to the working class—which alone 
is capable of this task—and demands practical political struggle: the strug- 
gle of the exploited proletariat against the exploiting bourgeoisie. This con- 
trasts with the earlier forms of socialism in that it means the liberation 
of the workers by the workers themselves. Socialism must become proletar- 
ian so that the proletariat may become socialist. All things considered, 
there must be a practical—that is, socialist-revolutionary—emancipation of 
man: concretely, the communist revolution. 

b. Of course Marx himself at that time remained cautious about giving 
concrete shape to this Utopian code word “heaven on earth.” In his cri- 
tique of the Hegelian philosophy of law he restricted himself to negative 
descriptions of what was aimed at: “The criticism of religion (by Feuer- 
bach) ends with the teaching that man is the highest being for man, hence 
(says Marx) with the categorical imperative to overthrow all relations in 
which man is a debased, enslaved, forsaken, despicable being, relations 
ae cannot E better described than by an exclamation of a Frenchman 
5 = : yas ne to introduce a tax on dogs: ‘Poor dogs! They want 
cat N 3 eee S beings.”” It is only rarely that Marx seizes on 
5 gious phors as he does at the end of his essay on Hegel in the 

escription of his vision of the future: “When all inner requisit ful- 
filled, the day of the German resurrecti ill b cay eee 
ing call of the Gallic cock.”8 It i On wi be proclaimed by the ring- 
will bethe arni A E is only rarely that he states what he thinks 

: ppearance of the happy future in prospect, the classless so- 
ciety, the realm of freedom and of happiness here in 

Marx the critic obviously found it difficult when he 
describe the future. It is true, he did not thi re expected 2 

not think of a kind of paradise on 
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earth, a land of milk and honey, without existential human problems, but 
certainly a future without private ownership and thus—he thought—with- 
out exploitation of men by men or oppression of classes and peoples, so 
that the state can lose its function as controlling power and religion be- 
comes superfluous. In his published works however he refuses to give any 
details about the future. All that seems to interest him is what is to be 
gained directly by revolution: the complete abolition of private property 
and of division of labor and thus the radical overturning of social 
conditions. 

Marx had discredited socialism before his time—“crude communism”— 
and its idealistic view of man as Utopian, indeed impracticable. How are 
we ever to change conditions in society without first producing a changed 
human being who can fully develop his human existence in free, universal 
activity and enjoy reasonable human relationships with others? But if we 
then point to all these brilliant analyses and ask about these changed socio- 
logical conditions themselves, instead of concrete sociopolitical projects, 
models, plans, still less details, we receive highly abstract, indefinite, vague 
and even Utopian effusive answers. 

We find one of these answers in The German Ideology, which had not 
been published at the time. In the class society conditioned by the division 
of labor “each man has a particular, exclusive sphere of activity, which 
is forced upon him and from which he cannot escape. He is a hunter, 
a fisherman, a shepherd, or a critical critic, and must remain so if he does 
not want to lose his means of livelihood, while in communist society, 
where nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity, but each can become 
accomplished in any branch he wishes, society regulates the general pro- 
duction and thus makes it possible for me to do one thing today and an- 
other tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle 
in the evening, criticise after dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever 
becoming hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic.” 

Even later—admittedly in more general statements—Karl Marx clung to 
this Utopia of a new “humane society” in which—as we heard—“the rela- 
tions between human beings in their practical everyday life have assumed 
the aspect of perfectly intelligible and reasonable relations as between man 
and man, and as between man and nature,” so that the “religious reflexions 
of the real world” can disappear.!° In the Communist Manifesto we read: 
“In place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and class antago- 
nisms, we shall have an association in which the free development of each 
is the condition for the free development of all.” Y 

It is notable that even a man like Lenin, although a great practitioner 
and technician of revolution, refused to describe the future communist so- 
ciety, what he had called “paradise on earth.” But he makes use of Heine's 


terminology: “The class-conscious worker of today, brought up in the en- 
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vironment of a big factory, and enlightened by town life, rejects religious 
prejudices with contempt. He leaves heaven to the priests and bourgeois 
hypocrites. He fights for a better life for himself here on earth.” 

According to Wolfgang Leonhardt’s account, Soviet ideology both dur- 
ing the Lenin and during the Stalin era refrained from any kind of detailed 
description of the communist future. Before 1959—the year of the twenty- 
first Party Congress under Khrushchev—only Leon Trotsky (who as 
Stalin’s deadly enemy is not quoted in Soviet ideology) expressed some 
ideas on the life of men in the communistic future which recall the de- 
scriptions of paradise by early and medieval theologians: “Man will be able 
to move rivers and mountains, to build people’s palaces on the summit 
of Mont Blanc and on the bed of the Atlantic; he will of course also be 
able to lend to his everyday life not only wealth, colorfulness and intensity, 
but also supreme dynamism. . . . Man will make it his task to become 
master of his own feelings, to raise his instincts to the summit of con- 
sciousness, to make them transparently clear, to bring guiding threads un- 
der the threshold of consciousness, thus creating a higher sociobiological 
type or—if you will—a superman. Man will become incomparably stronger, 
wiser, more refined. His body—his movements with greater harmony, his 
voice with greater rhythm—more musical; the forms of existence will 
acquire a dynamic theatricality. The average human being will be exalted 
to the plane of an Aristotle, Goethe, Marx. Above this crest new summits 
will be raised.”13 

c. Why are we on earth? The answer to our opening question was all 
too obviously counterchecked in the light of Marxist criticism. The history 
of oppression and freedom of the peoples was opposed—with an appeal 
to human dignity—to the final combination of earthly existence and heav- 
enly expectation. Against all misuse of heaven the revolt of enslaved and 
oppressed man! But how could it have been otherwise? At a time when, 


according to theology and the Church, heaven could largely 
at the expense of earth, salvation onl 
only at the expense of God, man, 
historical right only when the re 
gated. 

At the same time the earth 
heaven. To the teligiotheological 
criticism opposed a practical-po 
That is to say, the aim was not 
heaven, not the straightforward d 
was sought was the understandi 
social praxis of man, if somethi 


be gained only 
y at the expense of happiness, man 
happiness and earth could acquire their 
ligious superstructure was radically ne- 


entered into the historical heritage of 
dissociation of heaven and earth Marxist 
litical association of earth and heaven. 
the simple negation or secularization of 
eification of earth. On the contrary what 
ng that it needs the historical deed, the 
ng 1s to be visible on earth—that is, here 


7 


A realm of freedom? 183 


new primacy of praxis, of the world-constitutive and revolutionary role of 
work in society, springs from the understanding that “heaven” has become 
a historical possibility for man: that is, when he has the courage to “throw 
over” the conditions which impede the advent of “heaven on earth,” the 
realm of freedom. In the light of Marxist criticism and practice this be- 
comes a Utopian-political code word for the ideal state—not yet attained 
_of man and society: a figure of speech which, while pointing in anticipa- 
tion to a totality of human possibilities and realities, indicates also the 
historical deficiencies of present-day society. 

Admittedly, the realm of freedom, outlined by Marx and continually 
given a different date even in his lifetime in the process of a disappointed 
“imminent expectation,” could not be realized by the Russian, Chinese, 
Cuban and Vietnamese revolutions. On the contrary, in socialism as it ac- 
tually exists, it has been increasingly betrayed and suppressed. What was 
known as “heaven on earth,” which turned up concretely with the socialist 
revolution on the horizon of history, disappeared when the former revolu- 
tionaries began to be the managers of today. The result was the realm of 
an “infallible party” (and secretary-general) and of a “new class” and with 
all this bureaucratic constraints and orthodox narrow-mindedness, Op- 
pression and the denial of happiness. Socialism became (as in Poland) 
antisolidarity. 

Humanity has thus become the poorer through the loss of a number of 
hopes. Were not the 1960s in particular the years in which that belief, 
which in the last two centuries had largely replaced belief in the one true 
God, once more reached a—final—climax? The belief in East and West 
in the eternal, immense, omniscient, almighty God Progress. But who is 
there today who believes so naively in the attainment of humanity by po- 
liticosocial revolution? Or who believes without any doubt in humanity by 
technological evolution. Unquestionably, “capitalism,” faith in science, 
technocracy, seem—just like “socialism,” Marxism and revolution—to have 
lost their importance as ideologies for numerous people in East and West, 
no matter how much the two sides combined in the last decades. 


3. A realm of freedom? 


Marxists themselves have also begun to subject the connection between 
Marxism and technocracy and bureaucracy to criticism. It is a surprising 
and notable event. Neo-Marxists are looking back to F euerbach in order— 
now conversely—to correct Marx in the light of what Feuerbach said. In 
fact, people are beginning to see that the elements ın Feuerbach neglected 
by Marx could form what would amount to a corrective in regard to a 
totalitarian and increasingly technocratic Marxism.” Among these ele- 


ments is the fact that Feuerbach takes seriously humanity's nonrational 
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powers, which get a decidedly raw deal with Marx: heart, imagination, 
love. With Feuerbach man’s sensuousness and corporality are more clearly 
emphasized than they are with Marx, the importance of the “thou” and of 
fellow feeling—all this as the necessary precondition of a new society and 
a new freedom. Secondly, there is Feuerbach’s positive appraisal of non- 
human nature, which for Marx is merely an object of man’s dominion and 
material for work in society. For Feuerbach does not see nature and free- 
dom as hostile and opposed to one another but stresses particularly the 
capacity of man and nature for reconciliation. In brief, Feuerbach’s phi- 
losophy can be a permanent warning against any attempts of the techno- 
logical society to overestimate itself, against the separation of politics and 
nature, morality and nature, against the utilitarianism of an overstrained 
praxis, against the destruction of the natural foundations of human life 
and of human society. 

The philosophy of Herbert Marcuse also advocates the critique and the 
resumption of the Marxist thesis of the dominion of the free human being. 
Marcuse in particular criticizes the notion of dominion and freedom of 
Marxism, which has to be changed under changed economic conditions, 
with variations in productive forces and heightened technological perfec- 
tion. Marcuse sees through the Marxist Utopia of the “all-round individ- 
ual” and finds it inadequate: “No matter what activities the all-round 
individual would choose, they would be activities which are bound to lose 
the quality of freedom if exercised ‘en masse—and they would be ‘en 
masse’, for even the most authentic socialist society would inherit the pop- 
ulation growth and the mass basis of advanced capitalism. The early Marx- 
ian example of the free individuals alternating between hunting, fishing, 
criticizing, and so on, had a joking-ironical sound from the beginning, in- 
dicative of the impossibility of anticipating the ways in which liberated 
human beings would use their freedom. However, the embarrassingly ri- 
diculous sound may also indicate the degree to which this vision has be- 
come obsolete and pertains to a stage of the development of the productive 
forces which has been surpassed. The later Marxian concept implies the 
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within the realm of necessity. Why could not the quantitative reduction 
of necessary work be turned into a new quality of freedom? Why could 
a qualitative transformation of work not be reached for man, when all 
alienated, exploited forms of earning a livelihood are abolished? But how 
much does the construction of such a society presuppose? According to 
Marcuse no more and no less than a new human type “with a different 
sensitivity as well as consciousness: men who would speak a different lan- 
guage, have different gestures, follow different impulses; men who have 
developed an instinctual barrier against cruelty, brutality, ugliness. Such 
an instinctual transformation is conceivable as a factor of social change 
only if it enters the social division of labor, the production relations them- 
selves. These would be shaped by men and women who have the good 
conscience of being human, tender, sensuous, who are no longer ashamed 
of themselves—for ‘the token of freedom attained, that is, no longer being 
ashamed of ourselves’ (Nietzsche, Die Fröhliche Wissenschaft, Book III, 
275). The imagination of such men and women would fashion their reason 
and tend to make the process of production a process of ereation.”!® 
A different sensitivity, a “new sensitivity,” this is Marcuse’s crucial catch- 
word, which he uses as a scourge not only on alienation processes in capi- 
talist production conditions but on no less important forms of alienation 
in a rigid, anemic, desensitized Marxism of state-communistic provenance. 
A “new sensitivity,” not as a return to a private, bourgeois interiority, but 
as a political factor, as victory of the life instinct over aggressiveness and 
guilt. In this way another science might emerge, a new technology as a 
game with possibilities and realities, not for the destruction but for the 
protection of human beings, for the heightening of the quality of life. 
Technology and art might at the same time pass over into each other and 
a new principle of reality be developed, in fact a new “aesthetic ethos.” 
Aesthetic ethos, “aesthetic,” is another key word for Marcuse, which 
here too has nothing to do with the “beautiful pretense” which is charac- 
teristic of bourgeois art. On the other hand—interpreted in terms of eman- 
cipation—“aesthetic” signifies the quality of creative processes in a world 
of freedom. An aesthetic of this kind (“aesthetic” concerns the senses or 
art) in the context of the new sensitivity is not removed from praxis, but 
establishes a new praxis: “It emerges in the struggle against violence and 
exploitation where this struggle is waged for essentially new ways and 
forms of life: negation of the entire Establishment, its morality, culture, 
affirmation of the right to build a society in which the abolition of poverty 
and toil terminates in a universe where the sensuous, the playful, the calm, 
and the beautiful become forms of existence and thereby the Form of the 
society itself.”!7 Aesthetic appears as the possible form of a free society 
“where the hatred of the young bursts into laughter and song, mixing the 
barricade and the dance floor, love play and heroism. And the young also 
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attack the esprit de sérieux in the socialist camp: miniskirts against the 
apparatchiks, rock ’n’ roll against Soviet Realism. The insistence that a 
socialist society can and ought to be light, pretty, playful, that these quali- 
ties are essential elements of freedom, the faith in the rationality of the 
imagination, the demand for a new morality and culture—does this great 
antiauthoritarian rebellion indicate a new dimension and direction of radi- 
cal change, the appearance of new agents of radical change, and a new 
vision of socialism in its qualitative difference from the established socie- 
ties? Is there anything in the aesthetic dimension which has an essential- 
affinity with freedom not only in its sublimated cultural (artistic) but also 
in its desublimated political, existential form, so that the aesthetic can be- 
come a gesellschaftliche Produktivkraft: factor in the technique of produc- 
tion, horizon under which the material and intellectual needs develop?”18 

The question raised by Marcuse as early as 1969 is increasingly finding 
an answer today. Today more than ever is this yearning for a new morality 
and culture perceptible. More than ever there are found—even politically 
organized—those who support a change in terms of value, a qualitative 
difference in established society. Herbert Marcuse himself, who became 
“Father of the New Left” at the end of the 1960s with his unorthodox, 
political-aesthetic Marxism, became posthumously in the 1980s the Father 
also of the new “alternatives” which attempt increasingly forcefully to turn 
the change of values demanded by Marcuse into an alternative praxis. We 
must now devote our particular attention to this potential of hope finding 
expression in the alternative movement, to this new praxis opening out 
here, to this yearning for a “heaven on earth” articulated here. For they 
are all the “green” and “motley” groups which have begun to show the 
possibilities of an “alter-native,” of a “differently born” life here and now. 


4. Opening into paradise? 


Three questions emerge in regard to the “alternatives”: Where do they 
come from? What are their objectives? Where do they lead? 

a. Where do the alternatives come from? Green is seen as the color 
for nature, life, hope, future; those in motley 
sible many-colored groups, large or small. Unlike the EPO (extraparliamen- 
tary opposition) of the 1960s, the alternative groups do not embrace only 
students and intellectuals, nor do they by any means include only individ- 
ual eccentrics and radical activists, but have already reached eet stage of 
a poe mass movement which has to be reckoned with politically. 

E ais sens and demands do not come from a marginal “alterna- 
ve scene but from the very midst of our society (not least from the 
circles of the well-established and well-endowed), produced and to be jus- 
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tified by all of us and particularly by the rulers. The historical context 
too must be considered. From the 1960s onward, according to Michael 
Lukas Moeller, the Giessen social scientist, in his study of self-help 
groups,”° six large social movements in America and Europe have been 
preparing the present-day alternative movement: the civil rights movement 
(equal status of all citizens), the welfare movement (criticism of social 
institutions destructive of independence), the antiwar movement (de- 
mand for a new, less militant foreign policy); then the feminist movement 
(against male dominance, for a new feminine self-understanding), the 
consumer protection movement and finally the environment protection 
movement, to which might be added the surprising growth of the psycho- 
logical-therapeutic self-help groups. 

There is not as in Marxism (and in Roman Catholicism) a dogmatic 
uniform ideology uniting all the modern alternative groups, there is not 
a tight all-embracing organization to unite them, nor an infallible political 
(or spiritual) “leader.” But these new groupings, for all their resignation 
and helplessness, take up a dual yearning from past epochs (a fact that 
is often overlooked). They are sustained by the yearning (of politicorevo- 
lutionary humanism) for a fundamental change of conditions; but also 
by the longing (of a technological-evolutive humanism) for concrete real- 
izability, for the avoidance of terror and for a problem-free, unconstrained, 
pluralistic order of freedom, which does not force a new faith on anyone. 

This alternative movement, which, at first unnoticed by the general pub- 
lic (mainly occupied with the phenomena of militant terrorism), had fol- 
lowed on the youth and student rebellions at the end of the 1960s and 
the beginning of the 1970s, tries to remain equidistant from both socialism 
as it actually exists and capitalism as it actually exists. We have here a 
multidimensional movement, which combines equally Marxist social criti- 
cism, the idea of ecological wholeness, impulses of Christian hope and al- 
ternative life-styles into a singular mixture. That is to say, even this 
movement cannot repudiate a bit of “heaven on earth”; here too a little 
of the “yearning for paradise” is to be realized, without the movements 
being appropriated by religion. 

b. What are the objectives of the alternatives? Even someone who Te- 
gards this whole movement skeptically to the point of rejecting it must 
occasionally wonder if it really can be the meaning of his life to be con- 
stantly hurrying and scurrying to make money and a career and beyond 
this at best to indulge in chatter and pleasure. Others admittedly seriously 
try to realize the dream of a simple and better life, which for many remains 
no more than a dream. They thus opt out of the objective constraints 
of a highly industrialized, highly specialized industrial society, out of the 
vicious circle of industrial production and consumption, and seek in small 
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groups the identity and solidarity they have missed, more closeness, 
warmth, feeling, sensitivity, happiness. j 

What unites all these, as Claudia Mast has correctly brought out in 
her book Opening into Paradise??! is the discontent with present-day so- 
ciety and with democratic pseudo representation, worry about the future 
and the quest for alternative life-goals, life-styles, life-forms different 
at any rate from the way in which they have been living hitherto. Some 
think—even though they often fail in this respect—that they can find an 
alternative way of life, for instance, in rural collectives which promote self- 
support on ecologically conducted farms or self-realization in manual or 
craft work (pottery, weaving, joinery, gardening) or self-discovery in collec- 
tives for conferences and leisure (seminars, training for self-experience, 
work for children and education). Others try to realize something of an 
alternative life in the urban scene. They are looking (if they are not alto- 
gether lost and submerged in subcultural conditions) for an escape from 
the cold, unresponsive society by means of self-help organizations for 
women, unemployed persons, prisoners, psychologically disturbed individ- 
uals; by work in the media, in newspapers, theaters and films; by small 
businesses such as alternative bookshops, health-food shops, restaurants; 
by intensive work in town areas, play groups, youth centers, meditation 
centers. Who would want to attempt even an approximate description of 
all these diverse groups? But the extreme forms are not important here; 
what is important is the largely latent sympathy which no longer allows 
itself to be captured by the categories of right and left. 

A great deal flows together in these movements, which are found not 
only in German-speaking areas but also in other Western industrial coun- 
tries, in Holland, France, Italy, in the United States: a great deal of skepti- 
cism and even fear in regard to the large-scale technology and technocracy 
dominating everything and of longing for small-scale, smooth technology; 
a great deal of experience of powerlessness, resignation and fear of the fu- 
ture; a great deal of insecurity and lack of orientation particularly among 
young people and young adults. Unfortunately we have at our disposal 
few reliable figures in regard to the changed situation in our younger gen- 
eration. We know in any case that it has been statistically reinforced that 
at least in the Germany of the past twenty-five years an almost epoch- 
m ene dpat ea ne Church has taken Place: a departure which 
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to 2 percent and—almost more alarmingly—by Catholics from 59 percent 
to 14 percent.” For the first time a generation is growing up in Germany 
which can no longer be regarded as part of a Christian society, which 
knows the Our Father and the Ten Commandments only from hearsay. 

For many critics of civilization this orientation and identity vacuum— 
for which the churches share a substantial part of the responsibility—is 
one of the causes of the now obvious crisis of our society. The fact that 
answers are no longer given to the question of meaning, formerly obvious 
norms are no longer convincing, metaphysical interpretation patterns for 
understanding the world and the self seem to be exhausted and are ex- 
cluded, “transcendent being” (as Ernst Bloch puts it) is becoming weak: 
all this leads inevitably to an absolutizing of life as lived here and now. 
In order to miss nothing in this “one” life, the craving for a quick seizure 
and a rapid living out of life’s opportunities, for the realization of what 
life has to offer, is increasing. The consequence appears to be “hedonism” 
as the ideology of a thoughtless enjoyment of life, “consumerism” as the 
ideology of unrestrained availability of consumer goods in the affluent so- 
ciety, a fetishizing of the world of objects and commodities for the egocen- 
tric satisfaction of feelings of pleasure. What is often a meaningless, 
destructive aggression then appears as the darker side, when needs can no 
longer be satisfied, desire no longer fulfilled, when the struggle for existence 
proves to be more threatening than had been assumed, and the world is 
seen to be more of an encumbrance than we thought. 

This means also however that religious feeling liberated from ecclesiasti- 
cal, dogmatic, institutionalized constraints does not simply die away, is not 
dissolved into nothingness, but is turned on to new values of the life that 
is now to be lived, which acquire a quasi-religious relative yalue in a secular 
quasi-religion of accommodated bourgeois or alternative antibourgeois 
color. In other words, the free-floating, “vagabondizing” religiousness of 
many people (particularly young people), who have become homeless in 
a religious sense, has settled down elsewhere. To a large extent—and this 
may not be overlooked—in our society it has settled in a religion of prog- 
ress and prosperity, with those “gods” that are known in America briefly 
as “sex, car and career,” a holy trinity for conformists. Despite the response 
from the public, these are not the alternatives which are representative 
of the majority of young people, but nevertheless of those who practise 
an accustomed, unobtrusive and in fact conformist life-style—absolutely 
loyal to their calling, their family, their association Or club. W ithout both- 
ering about “metaphysical” questions, many people of this kind, living e 
life of bourgeois conformity, educated and uneducated, practise this life- 
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prosperity now reached is for most people in the Western industrial na- 
tions an historically exceptional situation which could be created after the 
Second World War only by changed conditions in the world economic 
framework: by technological innovations, by expansion of the volume of 
trade and of the capital market and the division of labor on the scale of 
the world economy? All this led to an enormous increase in productivity, 
rises in income for the producers, unparalleled growth and unprecedented 
prosperity. It is not surprising that many people, engaged in exhausting 
processes of work and the daily struggle for existence, have little under- 
standing for the interests of the alternative movement. Who knows how 
much longer we shall have it so good? 

Yet it is precisely at this point that the alternative movement starts, 
which, with its alternative offers of meaning, has likewise absorbed a great 
deal of free-floating religiousness. And here religious questions are involved 
every time, religion in the widest sense of the term. With Michael Milden- 
berger we can first of all distinguish three tendencies which with all their 
distinctions are different in the light of their goal, but which one 
and all fight with what often amounts to religious passion for their con- 
cerns: “politico-ideological, ecological-life-reforming and transcendental-re- 
ligious."** At the same time the last group in particular shows a wide 
spectrum from conservative-pietistic Bible study groups by way of parish 
groups and student-communities to supporters of new religious move- 
ments, inspired by Japanese Zen Buddhism and especially Indian intel- 
lectuality. At our seminar “Salvation from India?” on “new religious move- 
ments in the West,” a woman student, who had spent some time in an 
Indian ashram, asked: “Why, when what concerns me is the Absolute and 
everything else is of less importance, should I not set out to find the 
Absolute wherever I can?” Formerly people like that would probably have 
found a home in churches and teligious orders, 
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here, which can be reconciled only with difficulty. One favors the highly 
specialized industrial civilization, with its division of labor, as a value 
to be preserved and defended, because this alone is able to settle with 
any sort of fairness the problems of distribution and social equilibrium 
(never have so many people had it simultaneously so good). The other 
claims to have seen through this society in particular with its new con- 
straints and unparalleled destructive potential, with all its liability to break 
down and its injustices, and favors the opposite culture as value. This leads 
to the third question: 

c. Where do the alternatives lead? In other words, in the face of these 
immanent structural contradictions, will the alternatives have a future? 
The question is unavoidable, after so many new movements and initiatives 
have already come to nothing. Undoubtedly there is no future for some 
eccentric experiments in town and country, which have already failed or 
will fail, which are based less on a stringent, critically differentiating cri- 
tique of society than on a romantically regressive protest and an anti- 
institutional attitude. There is however undoubtedly a future for the new 
consciousness and new values which even now have begun largely to deter- 
mine our society: 
instead of pressure for results and alienation, more creativity and self- 
realization; 
instead of emotional sterility, the acknowledgment of feelings and senti- 
ments; 
instead of alien determination, autonomy; 
instead of anonymity, human warmth and tenderness; 
instead of purposive rationality, the liberation of the senses, naturalness 
and spontaneity; r 
instead of merely calculating intelligence and competence, more capacity 
for social perception and sensitivity to changed needs and value priorities. 

Alternative ideas have been propagated far beyond alternative move- 
ments; new answers, new forms of achievement, of human fellowship and 
solidarity, are beginning to be seen. For what is heralded here is no more 
and no less than the questioning of the domination of material value orien- 
tations. The tokens of a postmaterialistic orientation of life are perceptible. 
“The alternative movement incorporates the abandonment of the fiction 
that man seeks only material things; all he needs is to be well equipped 
materially and then he is content and happy. On the contrary, what occu- 
pies him today is the question: Am I and are we on the right path? It 
is increasingly difficult to find an answer with the aid of reason” (as 
Claudia Mast puts it).2° Perhaps a more theologically oriented analysis 


in particular might take us further here. 
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5. Imminent expectation secularized 


In the alternative movement there can be perceived a pressure that may 
certainly be ascribed in part to the “fulfillment mentality” of a sophisti- 
cated generation, as opposed to the “reconstruction mentality of the war 
and postwar generation (as Helga Pross points out). But, in view of such 
an uncertain, obscure future, an insistent demand for the short-term fulfill- 
ment of the promise given by the previous generation is understandable 
up to a point: “We want it here and now on earth,” with an insistence 
on the present alternative! That is to say, in this world that has become 
increasingly inhospitable, there is a pressure for homeliness and safety 
(not for ever wanting or having “to become,” but at last to “be” and to 
“remain”), a pressure for more sensuousness and sensitivity, more libera- 
tion and self-experience, but all this precisely here and now: “We want 
everything and we want it now!” 

Much of this pressure seems ambivalent. How are we to judge—for in- 
stance—this letter from a “drop-out”??? “Is this freedom: the choice be- 
tween being a salesperson with Karstadt or with Aldi? On the conveyor 
belt with Volkswagen or with Opel? Manager with Siemens or with 
IBM? . . . ‘Our society’ offers me only worn-out 08/15 paths and allows 
me ‘freedom’ to choose one of them. But I do not want nor am I able 
to lead a preprogrammed life, with an eight-hour day, life insurance, pro- 
motion and pension; I want really to live my life. Life is something so 
terrific, in the end I want to have had something of it; when it’s finished, 
what is there left today? Life after working hours? No, thanks. . . . One 
way or another, there'll be a disaster. . . . In any case I’ve no desire to 
play the martyr here and try to help to get a cart out of the mud that 
is already stuck in the sludge even above the axles. Certainly this amounts 
to a great deal of selfishness, but I have fifty years of life before me. And 
it’s my only life.” 

An attempt to get away from the constrai 
ing stages, hierarchies, of our society 
some of it is understandable. And ye 
ness”: a tremendous self-centeredness 


ment become visible at the same time as a danger, an ego trip, alone or 
collectively, while despising “bourgeois” conventions and values such as 
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regarded as valid here. Historians of culture in Europe have followed him 
in this respect. This term is not to be taken either as a label for an epoch 
like ours which is to be judged in a highly complex way or as felicitous 
from the nature of the case, the phenomena it is meant to cover are admit- 
tedly observable: “Narcissism is characterized by an exaggerated self- 
centeredness, by a marked deficiency in powers of feeling, and thus a 
tendency to boredom; by a narrow limitation of the ability to enter into 
deeper relationships with a marriage partner or with friends; by the inabil- 
ity to live love as ‘self-sacrifice’; by the lack of a sense of loyalty as a result 
of self-seeking; by a lack of ethical goals; by a pressure for immediate sat- 
isfaction of needs and thus also an exclusive orientation which makes re- 
nunciation almost impossible; but because of its inner void it is also 
dependent on the recognition and ‘warmth’ of others; it fears the advance 
of age which—in view of the still dominant youth cult—threatens to with- 
draw this recognition.”2° 

This critique cannot easily be rejected out of hand. For what is lacking 
in particular to many alternative groups is the active-reforming commit- 
ment to changing society, responsibility for society as a whole, politically 
planned concrete social change. This is also the critique by the left of 
the alternatives. It would mean retreating into a new ghetto and eventually 
submitting once more to the unchanged sociological constraints. 

But is it really possible to change this firmly cemented society, with its 
immovable structures and hierarchies? To be consistent, is not all that re- 
mains an exodus in order to live differently and better? Have the great pro- 
grams of the last decades for changing society really made any decisive 
changes? Have the class-struggle concepts in the highly developed indus- 
trial society not been outdated, have they not each and all turned out to 
be ineffective? No, it is a question of the individual’s subjectivity, identity, 
orientation to happiness, of personal experiences, positive plans for life, 
concrete everyday practice: this is the answer of the alternatives. 

Today it must be a commonplace that a change of society is possible 
only by a change of the individual and that conversely a change in the 
individual can succeed in the long run only with a change of society. It 
becomes suspicious however when this restriction in the process of change 
of individual and society threatens to dissolve. And this is the case not 
least when—to speak of the interpretation in religious terms, instead of 
psychological-sociological terms—the eschatological tension is removed 
between the “but now” and the “not yet.” This tension that has to be en- 
dured can be of vital importance, for society and the individual. 

Longing for Everything is the title of a new film about an abduction. 
Longing for everything and simultaneously fulfillment of everything, at last 
here and now! Symptoms of what amounts to apocalyptic impatience are 
evident here. And frequently today the threat becomes apparent of the out- 
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burst of a secularized imminent expectation of explosive force, completely 
reduced onesidedly to a few rudimentary human questions and needs. The 
longer it goes on, the less prepared people are to allow themselves to be put 
off. It was striking that behind the youth disturbances in Ziirich, Freiburg, 
Frankfurt, Berlin, Amsterdam, behind all the struggles to take possession 
of houses, for homes for young people, for nature reserves, for airports and 
about atomic power, there was often a basic mood of “all or nothing,” in 
accordance with the battle slogan Subito (At once), the title of a Zürich 
youth publication of 1980. An imminent expectation with expectations 
and demands—often deliberately formulated in shocking, brutal, aggres- 
sive, obscene terms and sustained by rage and hatred—against the “pack 
ice”: in an ice age of feelings against that cold, sated, rigid, self-satisfied 
world of adults, in which each and everything is budgeted, managed, ex- 
ploited, marked off. Texts such as the following show what is involved: 


Smash the shopwindows 

of our archaic civilization 
with the stones they gave us 
when we asked for bread. 

We want back our blood 

that they have drawn from us, 
to keep the markets going. 
We want back our language 
that they have denied us, 

to put us off instead 

with naive slogans. 

We want to free our hands 
that they have bound, 

to offer us tenderness 

at second hand. 

We want back our love 

that they have stolen from us, 
to crush us with it. 

We want to see again with 
that they have blindfolded, 
to drive us.mad. 

We want back our peace 
that they have denied us, 

to rouse us against each other. 
We want back our songs 

that they have distorted, 

to deceive us. 

We want back our youth 

that they have taken from us, 
to make us senile, 


our own eyes 
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The hatred, the hostile images, you 
can keep, 

our speechlessness, 

our despair, we the young people, 
will gratefully return to you. 

We identify ourselves with the 
general discontent.3? 


Yes, to live differently and not merely to submit to living, and to live so 
here and now. But, however much all this is justified in detail, how easily 
frustration occurs even here. Frustration, not only at the start, but also as 
a final stage! How many communes, “autonomous” centers, alternative 
projects, have been abandoned after a few months or years, often in a 
process in which the groups have torn themselves to pieces! Group- 
dynamic constraints, financial bottlenecks, planning disillusionments, all in 
all a disappointed expectation of imminent happiness and salvation explain 
the breakdown. A breakdown that often leads to renewed conformity in 
resignation or cynicism, sometimes also to drug taking or to an entry on 
the political terror scene. 

Others attempt to compensate for this failure with the aid of religion 
and to fill the vacuum of praxis and meaning with salvation teachings of 
sectarian or eastern spiritual origin: “The breakdown of man’s self- 
elevation in narcissism has reinforced the sense for what C. G. Jung de- 
scribed as the ‘numinous,’ the need to be seized by an external, higher 
power and to be incorporated into a total context of creation.”?! But in 
not a few cases the process of breakdown also led to inward self-destruction 
and to an attempt to get out of a world that had now become unbearable. 
This danger is not by any means to be minimized. 

Thirteen thousand suicide attempts by young people and recently also 
by children in one year alone in the German Federal Republic represent a 
terrifying question to the adult world, which has no cause to be surprised 
when many young people adopting the slogan “happiness now” find them- 
selves driven into a tragic conflict with reality. Here we come up against 
the same sociological symptoms to which the alternatives also react: 
“Young people increasingly get the impression that the world of adults tep- 
resents such a world of death,” was the opinion expressed by the Viennese 
expert on psychosomatics Erwin Ringel, one of the best-known suicide re- 
searchers, “and for that reason they refuse allegiance. They do not regard 
such a world as meaningful, they protest against it, they want a world that 
promotes life.” Ringel illustrates this with a poem by a school leaver: 


I wanted milk 
and got the bottle. 
I wanted parents 
and got a toy, 
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I wanted to talk 
and got a book, 


I wanted to learn 
and got reports, 


I wanted to think 
and got knowledge, 


I wanted a survey 
and got a glance, 


I wanted to be free 
and got discipline, 
I wanted love 

and got morality, 


I wanted a calling 
and got a job, 

I wanted happiness 
and got money, 

I wanted freedom 
and got a car, 


I wanted a meaning 
and got a career, 


I wanted hope 
and got fear, 


I wanted to change 
and received sympathy, 


I wanted to live— , . 32 


All of which means that if someone does not see the alternative movement 
as a challenge to society (and particularly to adults) to change conditions, 
which alone made possible an alternative movement (and the breakdown 


of any kind of alternatives in suicide), he has understood nothing of this 
portentous development. 


But at the same time the question ari 
e ses as to f 
the alternatives ought not: t aaia ne chalenge © 


o be embraced once more, the challenge of 
: } ge of a 
er ma ehe the question of a different future here and 
w ought to be embraced once more in a ma ite di 
question of a future as suc en Ir 


h, of an absolute future. A i 
a , . And that brings us back 
to the beginning. Why are we on earth? In order one day to get $ heaven? 
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6. Why hope for a heaven? 


My answer is quite straightforward: out of an acceptance of life, out of a 
love for life. This statement makes its impact in two directions. What is 
meant is not a superficial desire for pleasure and a need to consume; what 
is meant—with the realism of a Qoheleth—is a life in the whole ambiva- 
lence of human praxis and human history, in enlightenment without illu- 
sions about ourselves. What is meant then in the first place is a love for life 
before death: as care for and joy in life that can be lived in all tensions, 
ruptures and conflicts, in all its colorfulness, warmth and fullness, with its 
opportunities and losses, its successes and defeats. Marie Luise Kaschnitz’s 
“resurrection in broad daylight” is relevant here, the “resurrection here and 
now” of which Kurt Marti spoke: love for life then as revolt against death 
in life, as affirmation of life and also gift of life for others. Yes, we cer- 
tainly want to be (and occasionally are), as Heinrich Heine said, “happy 
here on earth,” with “bread enough . . ./ Plus rose and myrtle, beauty 
and joy, / And sugar peas in addition.” And we have no thought of fulmi- 
nating theologically against earthly life, earthly love or earthly happiness. 
But does this mean that we leave heaven “to the angels and the sparrows”? 

On the contrary, precisely because we love life, we do not permit our- 
selves to be deprived of the hope that all the goodness, the living and lov- 
ing, will sink into futility. This is a love which includes also love for life 
after death, for love of life is indivisible. We are certainly not on earth in 
order one day to get to heaven. We are on earth to live on earth and that 
means here and now to live in a human, in a truly human, a Christian way. 
But precisely because we love life before death, we hope for a life after 
death: as the great alternative. Or—better—we may hope—and this is our 
great possibility, opportunity, grace—for a life after death. Precisely be- 
cause we affirm life here, we do not permit ourselves to be deprived of 
hope of an eternal life; in fact, we defend ourselves against the powers of 
death, where the negativities in this life threaten to gain the upper hand: 
resignation, despair, cynicism. : 

Who would deny that even the happiest hour does not last, that life con- 
stantly means suffering, that our life comes to an end before and without 
being completed? Who could deny that, even when we die late, we still 
die too early and our life remains a torso? So much uncompleted, unful- 
filled, uncompensated, so many uncompleted works, so much unfulfilled 
justice, uncompensated happiness. It is true that Brecht was right in his 
poem: “it will not suffice for you / when you have to leave it”—this life. 
But precisely because it does not suffice, does it not itself thrust upon us— 
not as with Brecht—the question; What comes afterward? Is there 
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“more”? More justice, freedom, love, peace and happiness? That is to say, 
the very person who affirms this life and suffers in this life is confronted 
inescapably with the question of a final transcendence, of an absolute 
future. ae 

For a long time now these have ceased to be strictly religious questions, 
not in the West and not in the East. Even in orthodox Marxism-Leninism 
it is impossible to avoid discussing more discriminatingly the questions of 
meaning, guilt and death in human life. The current orthodox answers, 
that meaning, happiness, fulfillment of life, lie solely in militant solidarity 
and dialogic existence, are no more satisfying than those of Western ma- 
terialism (work, possessions, money, career, honor, sport, pleasure). Nor 
could they silence the depressing “private question” of progressive Marxists 
in West and East: What is to be made of individual guilt, of personal 
fate? What is to be made of suffering and death, justice and the love of the 
individual? This we heard from Ernst Bloch. In his famous eleventh thesis 
on Feuerbach Marx wrote: “The philosophers have only interpreted the 
world, in various ways; the point, however, is to change it.”?® As far as I 
can remember, it was the Czechoslovak Marxist philosopher Vitezslav 
Gardavsky who first formulated this in a new way for our new situation: 
“Human beings have changed the world (and must continue to change it); 
today however the important thing is to interpret it differently.” 

The Neo-Marxists of our time also—from Bloch to the defenders of the 
Critical Theory—starting out from sociological contradictions and the ex- 
perience of inescapable suffering, from age and death, all that in fact which 
cannot simply be conceptually grasped and dissolved (“negative dialec- 
tic”), have begun to take up the question of transcendence. Their answer 
is even partly clothed in the guise of a theologia negativa: as the “great 
perhaps” (Bloch), as hope for complete justice, as unshakable “yearning 
for the wholly Other,” as Max Horkheimer has expressed it: “Theology 
means here the awareness that the world is appearance, that it is not the 
absolute truth, not the ultimate reality. Theology—and I am deliberately 
expressing myself cautiously—is the hope that this injustice by which the 
world is characterized will not persist, that injustice cannot be the last 
word... . Expression of a longing, of a longing that the murderer will 
not triumph over his innocent victim,”84 
ee Keona givemains important to see that we hope for 
ca ae opene AA en aoe but conversely: precisely because 
er ae A ere despite everything, we hope for the 
Because we hope HESSEN And it is also true that, precisely 

: i , despair in the earth will not be the last word. 

That is to say: “loyalty to earth” —Nietzsche’s great progra ee AEE 
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Christians should not permit themselves to be outdone by anyone. The im- 
portant thing is that heaven and earth must be seen in their polarity and 
at the same time in their new solidarity. What does this mean? 

It means that, just as the earth is not heaven and has to remain earth, 
so heaven is not earth and has to remain heaven. As man is not to be 
deified, neither is earth to be elevated to heaven. But does this polarity 
mean that the earth—as so often in early “Christian” times—is to be left 
to itself? Or—as in our modern times—that heaven is to be left to itself? 

No, in this polarity there is also involved a new connection between 
heaven and earth. When we are speaking of earth, of its problems, needs 
and hopes, it is a question of not forgetting heaven—our “Father in 
heaven”—of thinking out afresh and stating the connection between 
heaven and earth as creative of meaning. But conversely too there can be 
no talk of heaven without consequences for the earth: “His will be done, 
as in heaven, so also on earth.” Two conclusions follow: someone who 
wants to speak in a biblical sense of heaven must necessarily also speak of 
earth and vice versa. All this may be briefly recapitulated and clarified in 
two propositions: 


o The earth refers man to God’s heaven. Loyalty to earth must remain 
open to heaven if it is to remain human. 


If one thing is common to all experiences from the time of Marx and 
Engels up to the alternatives, it is this: heaven simply cannot be set up 
on earth, Not only society but also the individual remains too ambivalent, 
too discordant, too contradictory, for this earth to be heaven even now. 
Even in the year 2000—formerly optimistically awaited as the turn of the 
millennium of human progress—350 million people (according to informa- 
tion from the OECD) will still have to suffer from hunger, because they 
cannot buy or produce sufficient food) and 2 billion million human beings 
—especially in Southeast Asia and black Africa—will still be living in abso- 
lute poverty. And even if an ideal state of things, measured by present- 
day models, were set up on earth, the suffering and misery of past genera- 
tions, the vast history of guilt and suffering, would not thereby have been 
eliminated. No, it looks less likely than ever that we shall ever have heaven 
on earth. It seems more probable that we shall increasingly turn our earth 
into “hell.” This is not said with any sanctimonious undertones, as if it 
were possible to set up so simply a theological belief in heaven on the 
ruined structures of human hope, as if we were maliciously making capital 
out of the breakdown of human plans. I say this out of the realistic under- 
standing of ourselves, in view of terrifying experiences with our possibili- 
ties and realities, in view of humanity's vast history of success and misery. 
I say this because I am affected by every new breakdown of human hopes 


and plans and left disappointed. 
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© God’s heaven refers man to the earth. Hope of heaven must be rooted 
in earth if it is to remain human. 


If heaven were presented as a consolation for the future, the satisfaction 
of pious human curiosity about the future, the projection of unfulfilled 
desires and fears, it would be the product of sheer superstition. The heaven 
of faith is meant to be something different. It is precisely against the back- 
ground of an absolute future that man is referred to the present: from 
the hope of God’s future the world (and its history) is to be differently 
interpreted and consequently decisively changed. The Catholic theologian 
Hermann Hiring expresses it aptly: “A person will not be able to speak 
convincingly of heaven merely by loving life and painting it in increasingly 
beautiful colors, by simply providing a double measure of those conditions 
for which we long in earthly life. But power and conviction go out from 
someone who in fact does not—for the sake of a better, different life— 
come to terms with history and our conditions, with the despair and resig- 
nation of so many contemporaries, with the objective constraints of the 
present life. In the hope of heaven opposition to what we have made of 
life is articulated. And this hope only becomes effective at any point where 
we succeed in bringing evil to a stop to the advantage of our neighbor.”®5 

If at all, it could only be out of these deep religious roots of man, out 
of what Freud calls “the oldest, strongest and most urgent wishes of man- 
kind,” that we shall succeed in subduing the naked selfishness of in- 
dividuals and groups, restoring the defective continuity between the 
generations, fighting against the threatening political paralysis and agony 
and thus finally healing the present disintegration of society. 


7. Enlightened about ourselves 


The specific feature of Christian hope in a heaven grounded on earth is 
this: we are enlightened, assured and liberated for ourselves; 


e We are liberated from the compulsion and obsession of having ourselves 


to create heaven on earth; “happiness now” cannot be the slogan. 

e We are protected from resignation or cynicism, which always appear 
when the great plans break down and the great hopes begin to die; “hap- 
piness afterward” is not our concern, 

e We are enlightened instead about ourselves, about our illusions of feasi- 
bility, controllability and realizability, but also about our true possi- 
BES, of a change of praxis. This means that to the rationalist belief 
ere © negation of heaven, Nietzsche’s earth unchained from the sun, 
= s orizon wiped away, are part of man’s true liberation and enlighten- 

nt, we— contemporaries of the “Dialectic of the Enlightenment”—op- 
pose confidently and calmly the thesis that only a person whom belief 
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in a final consummation has deprived of illusions about himself will be 
able fundamentally to change this earth to make it more human and 
more habitable. 


Heinrich Heine, of whom a good deal has been said in this lecture, toward 
the end of his life—marked by a serious illness which confined him for 
eight years in his “mattress tomb”—began to think out afresh for himself 
the connection formulated by us: instead of playing off heaven and earth 
against one another as formerly or continuing to deify earth and man, 
Heine now stresses the polarity of heaven and earth, the solidarity of the 
here and the hereafter, the combination of loyalty to earth with hope of 
heaven. And this was not because an atheistic mocker had become “soft” 
when facing the hour of death, not because he no longer wanted to admit 
what he had formerly said critically against religion and Church, but be- 
cause here someone had had experiences which deprived him of illusions 
about himself: “In some moments when spasms in the backbone become 
painfully apparent, I begin to doubt that man is a two-legged god, as the 
late Professor Hegel assured me in Berlin twenty-five years ago.”*° 

Without taking back a word of his earlier criticism of religion, here is an 
“enlightener” who is beginning with the aid of the biblical belief in God 
to enlighten himself about himself: “I have returned to God, like the 
prodigal son, after a long time of tending swine with the Hegelians,” writes 
Heine in his postscript to the “Romancero.”*’ There was his nostalgia for 
heaven: “Was it my wretched state that drove me to go back? Perhaps 
there was a less wretched reason. A heavenly homesickness overwhelmed 
me and drove me on, through woods and chasms and over the vertiginous 
mountain paths of the dialectic.”** Heine drew the conclusion: “When 
one longs for a God who has power to help—and this is the main point, 
after all_-then one must also accept his persona, his otherworldliness, and 
his holy attributes as the all-bountiful, all-wise, all-just, etc. The immor- 
tality of the soul, our continuance after death, then becomes part of the 
package so to speak.”? A 

“How our souls bristle at the thought that our personalities will cease to 
be, the thought of an eternal annihilation,”* Heine cried out at the close 
of “Romancero”; and yet in this very period also he remained the skeptic, 
ironically dissociating himself from religious questions and refusing any 
premature consolation. But Heine now needed God ( using this term in all 
its ambiguity), against whom, like Job, he could fling his complaint, his 
despair, his anger: “God be praised that I have a God on ms a a 
my excessive pain I can permit myself a few curses and blasp ae E 
sort of relief is not granted to the atheist." For who could forget the 
brilliant poem “Germany: A Winter's Tale, with its rich implications in 
the opening verses that we quoted at the beginning of this lecture? It is in 
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the style of Job’s complaint, written in 1853, three years before Heine’s 
death, five years after the appearance of his sickness: 


Drop those holy parables and 

Pietist hypotheses: 

Answer us these damning questions— 
No evasions, if you please. 

Why do just men stagger, bleeding, 
Crushed beneath their cross’s weight, 
While the wicked ride the high horse, 
Happy victors blest by fate? 

Who's to blame? Is God not mighty, 
Not with power panoplied? 

Or is evil His own doing? 

Ah, that would be vile indeed. 

Thus we ask and keep on asking, 

Till a handful of cold clay 

Stops our mouths at last securely— 
But pray tell, is that an answer?*? 


For Heine then there is no return to religion as ideology, as opium, as false 
consolation. Nor is there any return for us. But in the light of new expe- 
riences even for Heine religion acquires the function of realistic self- 
enlightenment of man in regard to himself. As Hermann Liibbe rightly 
says: for Heine now religion is a “necessary practice of appropriate behav- 
ior in face of the uncontrollable . . . The conditions of our existence can- 
not be integrated into our individual or collective disposabilities.”42 Here 
—continues Liibbe—lies the historical strength of the Judaeo-Christian re- 
ligion, which Heine had noticed even before his sickness.” Long before his 
definitive illness laid him low, Heine had cited the reason which always 
assures religion the last word in answering human questions as the real 
reason for the triumph of the Judaeo-Christian religion over the realm of 
the gods of antiquity. What is the reason? The uncontrollability of the 
conditions of our life and the happiness of our life, which is experienced, 
if not in happiness, then in suffering, and the better answer which Jews 
and Christians were able to give to this experience.” To sum up: “In 
an ine case, then, the work of Heinrich Heine enables us to see 
nt i EA criticism and piety can be compatible with com- 

This was what concerned me 


; 5 also in th ; : 
relationship between belief and ese lectures: to establish a new 


l criticism, piety and enlightenment, in fact 
to reach enlightenment about ourselves by a clarified, Eshi religion. 


Belief in eternal life has a crucial function here. There will be more in 


our final lecture about what it can mean in a cosmic dimension 





IX. End of the world and 
kingdom of God 


1. End of the world feasible? 


Three groups of ideas were envisaged for the final set of lectures, in order 
to suggest implications and consequences of an eternal life for the man 
of today. We started out from the problems of modern medicine and asked 
about the individual dimension, about aging, dying, death and man’s ines- 
capable responsibility. A second group of ideas started out from the prob- 
lems of modern society, in order to get a view of the sociological dimension 
in the light of Heine, Marx, Marcuse and also of the alternative move- 
ment. It remains for us to approach and bring out more strongly the 
cosmic dimension. At the same time we shall start out from the problems 
of both modern literature on the future and modern physics. 

The three dimensions presented here admittedly merge into one an- 
other. As individual dying has a social element and every kind of sociologi- 
cal problem individual implications, sociological problems have cosmic 
perspectives and cosmic problems have a sociological background for us. 

“Now I create new heavens and a new earth.” The book of. the prophet 
Isaiah—the third part of which was written by an unknown prophet of 
salvation (Third Isaiah) after the Babylonian exile—ends with this trium- 
phant promise of a new cosmos.! Already during the Babylonian exile Sec- 
ond Isaiah had proclaimed the passing away of heaven and earth: “The 
heavens will vanish like smoke, the earth wear out like a garment, and its 
inhabitants die like vermin.”? Even this however is followed by the prom- 
ise: “But my salvation shall last for ever and my justice have noend.”* 

The New Testament also speaks of the end of the world as a depressing 
and terrifying vision: “You will hear of wars and rumours of wars; do not 
be alarmed, for this is something that must happen, but the end will not 
be yet. For nation will fight against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. 
There will be famines and earthquakes here and there. All this is only 
the beginning of the birthpangs. . - - Immediately after the distress of 
those days the sun will be darkened, the moon will lose its RS 
the stars will fall from the sky and the powers of heaven will be shaken. 

Terrifying visions even then! While the end of the world appeared to 
the authors of the Old and New Testament wholly and entirely as an act 
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of God, surprising and unexpected like a thief in the night,® for modern 
authors the end of the world has been seen for a long time as a possibility 
open to man. “Stories of the end of the world” has been a theme of litera- 
ture from Edgar Allan Poe and Jules Verne up to Friedrich Dürrenmatt 
and Arno Schmidt.® In view of the stage of technological development 
which permits humanity for the first time in his history not only partially 
but entirely to exterminate itself, this is by no means a fantastic, a ficti- 
tious possibility. 

The “Dialectic of the Enlightenment” is reflected in contemporary lit- 
erature. “The great inventions and discoveries” have become “merely an 
increasingly terrifying menace to humanity, so that today almost any new 
invention is received with a cry of triumph that merges into a cry of fear,” 
wrote Bertolt Brecht as early as May 1939, when he learned of the inven- 
tion of nuclear fission.” It forced him to revise his Galileo and to end 
it with a passionate plea for the ethical responsibility of the scientist, free 
from any sort of opportunism. In his drama The Physicists, in which a 
world-famous physicist has voluntarily retired to a madhouse in order to 
spare humanity his momentous discoveries, Friedrich Diirrenmatt makes 
this physicist say resignedly: “We have reached the end of our journey. 
But humanity has not yet got as far as that. We have battled onwards, 
but now no one is following in our footsteps; we have encountered a void. 
Our knowledge has become a frightening burden. Our researches are peril- 
ous, our discoveries are lethal. For us physicists there is nothing left but 
to surrender to reality. It has not kept up with us. It disintegrates on touch- 
ing us.”8 

In fact, many have been seized by the feeling that they have come to 
the end of the way, that they have reached the limits; the sense of living 
in an end time, drifting increasingly tapidly toward a possibly disastrous 
end brought about by human failure, is quite widespread. And many pur- 
sue the business with fear. Signs of a holocaust on a global scale are be- 
ginning to appear, the apocalyptic vision of the end of the world is 
approaching: end of the world by natural disasters, atomic wars, overpopu- 
lation, environment destruction. The breakdown of the second creation 
threatens to drag down the first creation also into the abyss. 

Anyone who merely glances briefly at the products of our science fiction 


literature, the success of which with hundreds of titles is an expressive cul- 
tural symptom, is almost terrified 


man in this literature, shows no hint 
future. Particularly with the outstand- 
who have turned it into a great form 
the development of a future paradise 
a glittering, technically perfect world 


ing representatives of this literature, 
of literature, there can be no talk of 
on earth against the background of 
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working without problems and undisturbed. Whether George Orwell’s 
1984, Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, 
Stanis'av Lem’s Solaris or Eden, the future of the world made by man 
seems threatened, cruel, full of terror. And is it the desire for destruction, 
the thrilling game with total annihilation, or merely the shrewd commer- 
cial exploitation of our fear of chaos and death, which presents us in our 
time with so many films of disaster: Earthquake, The Towering Inferno, 
Killer Bees . . . ? Science fiction, we may wonder, as a game for managing 
disasters? Science fiction is in any case a reflection of a world which threat- 
ens to slip through our hands and to turn man the creator into a victim. 

What is described here is in fact inferno here and now, which has be- 
come conceivable, feasible, practicable, now that it has been made known 
to us in the light of Auschwitz, the Gulag Archipelago, Hiroshima and 
Indochina. In his radio play Festianus, Martyrer, part of which takes place 
in hell, Günter Eich makes one of the younger devils—Belial—remark with 
heavy sarcasm: “Who needs to leave the earth to get acquainted with hell? 
We had to make an effort to catch up and to keep up with the times. . . . 
Otherwise we would be hopelessly outmaneuvered. And it would be im- 
possible to get rid of the thought theologically or otherwise that one day 
hell would be shifted entirely onto the earth. . . . The commander—for 
instance—still swears by Dante, and all our instructions are still related 
to that inferno. It is difficult for us younger ones to get our way... . 
We are not content with that. The army regulations, the acts of the Inqui- 
sition, the documents from concentration and labor camps, have given us 
quite new impulses.” 

Apocalypse Now is the title of an anti-Vietnam War film by the Holly- 
wood director Francis Ford Coppola, which describes more or less exactly 
the feeling of our times in face of man’s gruesome treatment of himself. 
It is not surprising that, at a time when—according to Ingeborg Bach- 
mann—“the unprecedented has become part of the ordinary routine”,1 
our imagination begins to produce substitute heroes who can protect us 
from inferno: from James Bond to Superman, an illustrious phalanx of 
superheroes, substitute Messiahs and fantasy redeemers who give us the 
feeling that we can get away again. 

The function of this literature as alibi and relief must be seen through 
and denounced at the latest at the point where imagination clouds the 
sense of reality. Literature which encourages abandonment to fate and di- 
saster presented as a necessary law, which man has to accept fatalistically. 
In his feeling of powerlessness does not the ordinary citizen here produce 
for himself for a moment, with the aid of the drug “superman, relief for 
a moment from the nightmare of the vision of inferno, without reflecting 
on conditions, causes and opportunities of changing the situation? 

But in the last resort it is possible to see things differently. Here man 
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produces that end to the world which anyway—according to the great cos- 
mic law of coming to be and perishing—is assigned to it. This world too— 
no, the whole cosmos—as it seems in the perspective of modern physical 
cosmology, has an end. 


2. End of the world physically regarded 


For a long time cosmology had been neglected by natural science. But 
in the last few years it has moved to the center of interest particularly 
in physics. In the question of the origin and end of the universe the physics 
of the very large, of the macrocosm, astrophysics, meets the physics of the 
quite small, of the microcosm, nuclear physics. 

On the basis of his general theory of relativity Albert Einstein had devel- 
oped a new model of the universe, completely different from the infinite 
world of Isaac Newton’s classical physics: a nonvisual “space-time contin- 
uum,” a four-dimensional number space formed by non-Euclidian geome- 
try from space and time coordinates. Einstein however still understood 
the world primarily as static. But important discoveries were made as early 
as the 1920s: with Friedmann in 1925 the dynamic view of the universe 
came to prevail. On the basis of the hypothesis of the “big bang,” the 
often unacknowledged Belgian priest and professor at Louvain Georges 
Lemaitre, developed in 1927 the model of an expanding universe. After 
many years of research, the American physicist Edwin P. Hubble was able 
to conclude in 1929 from the red shifts he had discovered in the spectral 
lines of galaxies to the continuing expansion of the universe. According 
to him, the galaxies outside our own Milky Way are moving away from 
us with a velocity that is Proportional to their distance from us. 

When did all this start? It cannot have been from eternity. There must 
have been a beginning. A beginning at which all radiation and all matter 
was compressed in a scarcely describable primordial fireball with the small- 
est possible circumference and the greatest possible density and tempera- 
ture. According to this theory, the still continuing homogeneous (and 


isotropic) expansion of the universe began perhaps thirteen thousand mil- 
lion years ago with a gigantic cosmic explosion (more easily conceivable 
after the explosion of the comparatively tiny atom bomb) with a big bang, 
at a temperature of 100 billion degrees centigrade and lant 4 billion times 
as dense as water, This model of a universe continually expanding after 
the first big bang is known today as the “standard model.” which has 
largely come to prevail as against other explanations. 

The question now is whether the expansion of the universe will continue 
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conclusion that our world is anything but stable, unchangeable or—least 
of all—eternal. It had a beginning and (in all probability) will have an 
end. Two hypothetical possibilities may be considered. 

The one possibility. Expansion will one day begin to slow down. It will 
come to a stop and turn into a contraction, so that the universe in a con- 
tinuing process over a thousand million years will again contract and the 
galaxies, with their stars, will collapse in on themselves with increasing 
rapidity, until possibly—it is said, 80 billion years after the first big bang— 
the atoms and the nuclei will disintegrate into their elements in a new 
big bang, the final big bang, so to speak. Then perhaps a new world might 
emerge in a new explosion. This is the hypothesis of a “pulsating” or “os- 
cillating” universe, which admittedly cannot by any means be verified. 

The other possibility commands increasing agreement among physicists 
today. Expansion will go on and on, without turning into contraction. 
Here too the stars will go through their evolution. After a transitory in- 
crease in brightness, the sun will be extinguished. As the final stages of 
the evolution of the stars, there will emerge—depending on the size of 
the star—the feebly radiating “white dwarfs” or—after an explosive ejec- 
tion of mass—“neutron stars” or possibly “black holes.” And if, out of the 
matter transformed inside the stars and then ejected, new stars and genera- 
tions of stars are formed, in the latter also nuclear processes will again 
occur in which the matter inside the stars will finally be burned to “ashes.” 
Coldness will slowly penetrate the cosmos: death, silence, absolute night. 

The Hamburg astronomer Otto Heckmann observes: “From the stand- 
point of the history of ideas, it is important to notice that no one any 
longer seems to be disturbed by the discussion of cosmic models which 
begin at a definite point of time with a state of infinitely high density, 
with a big bang, which thus assume a beginning of the universe at a finite 
distance in time. People simply explain that the world has a finite age 
and will possibly perish in finite time. What there was before the begin- 
ning and will be after the end is an astronomically—or even physically 
—meaningless question.”!? Astronomically meaningless perhaps or even 
physically. To me it seems more appropriate to say astronomically or physi- 
cally insoluble. Here in fact the limits of space-time experience and conse- 
quently the competence of physics and astronomy are transgressed in 
principle: to the questions admittedly highly meaningful for humanity (in- 
cluding the natural scientist), of beginning and end, of the great whence 
and whither of the world and man. | 

There are genuinely philosophical-theological problems that cannot be 
clarified with the means at the disposal of natural science. Among these 
is the “problem of cosmology,” to which Karl Popper has eta Kan 
attention: the problem “in which all thinking men are a t ene - 
lem of understanding the world—including ourselves, and our knowledge, 


208 End of the world and kingdom of God 


as part of the world.”!? According to Popper, it cannot be denied “that 
purely metaphysical ideas—and therefore philosophical ideas—have been 
of the greatest importance for cosmology. From Thales to Einstein, from 
ancient atomism to Descartes’s speculation about matter, from the specula- 
tions of Gilbert and Newton and Leibniz and Boscovich about forces to 
those of Faraday and Einstein about fields of forces, metaphysical ideas 
have shown the way.”14 

These admittedly are frequently not questions of calculating reason, but 
questions of reasonable trust. That the world as it is and as it has become, 
with all its laws and impenetrabilities, has an ultimate uncontrollable 
meaning not derived from itself: this cannot be substantiated by scientific 
cosmology, nor perhaps by philosophy, but possibly only by theology which 
for its own part is derived from biblical protology and eschatology. The 
substantiation of horizons of meaning and value is in fact the task of a 
theology developed on the basis of the biblical message—no more, but not 
less. 

In this way both the task and the limit of the part of theology in dis- 
cussion of matters of cosmology are determined. And theology transgresses 
(and has often transgressed) its limits when it thinks it has exact advance 
reports of the end of the world in the New Testament accounts of the 
final distress, of the darkening of the sun and moon, of the fall of the 
stars and the shaking of the powers of heaven. Admittedly, these lurid 
visions are meant as an urgent warning to man not to gamble away the 
seriousness of the life now given him by God. But if we want to avoid 
hasty conclusions in regard to the end of the world, we have to start out 
(as also in regard to the beginning of the world) from the fact that biblical 
eschatology is not a prognosis of end events any more than the biblical 
protology is a report of events at the beginning. And as the biblical narra- 
tives of God’s work of creation were drawn from the milieu of that time, 


the biblical narratives of God’s work at the end were derived from contem- 
porary apocalyptic, 
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of a kind of language “that makes possible an understanding of the coher- 
ence of the world perceptible behind the appearances, a coherence without 
which there could be no ethics and no scale of values. . . . This language 
is more closely related to the language of poetry than to that of science, 
which aims at precision. Hence the same words often have different mean- 
ings in the two languages. The heavens of which the Bible speaks have 
little to do with the heavens into which airplanes and rockets are sent. In 
the astronomical universe, the earth is merely a tiny speck of dust in one 
of the innumerable galaxies, but, for us, it is the center of the universe— 
it is really the center of the universe. Natural science attempts to give 
its terms an objective meaning. But religious language must avoid particu- 
larly the cleavage of the universe into its objective and subjective aspects; 
for who could maintain that the objective aspect is more real than the 
subjective? We must not mix up the two languages; we must think more 
subtly than has hitherto been the case.”25 

End of the world as judgment of the world: what does- this mean? In 
three groups of ideas we shall summarize briefly the more important 
aspects: 

a. The apocalyptic images and visions of the end of the world: these 
would certainly be misunderstood if they were seen as a kind of chronologi- 
cal revelation (apo-calypse) of information about the “last things” at the 
end of the history of the world. Many sects and fundamentalist groups 
think they possess here an open treasury of knowledge. But for us these 
stories cannot be regarded as a script for the last act of the tragedy of 
humanity. They do not—unfortunately—contain any special divine “revela- 
tions” which might satisfy our curiosity in regard to the end. Here man 
simply does not learn—up to a point with infallible exactitude—the details 
of what will happen to him or the concrete shape of things to come. Put 
more cautiously, no one has any privileged knowledge in this respect. 
What then do these images tell us about the end of the world? 

In order to elucidate this, it would be necessary to make a broad survey 
and to present numerous exegetical and historical details: I can assume 
here what was worked out in the lecture on the origin of belief in the 
resurrection and set out a basic exegetical consensus in this question: 
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as scientific statements about the end of the universe but as faith’s testi- 
mony to the way the universe is going, which natural science can neither 
confirm nor refute. We can therefore give up any attempt to harmonize 
the biblical statements with the different scientific theories of the end. 

e The biblical testimony of faith sees the end essentially as the completion 
of God’s work on his creation. Both at the beginning of the world and 
at its end, there is not nothing, but God. 

e The end announced may not be equated as a matter of course with a 
cosmic disaster and a cessation of the history of humanity. This end— 
while terminating the old, transitory, incomplete, evil—is to be under- 
stood in the last resort as consummation. 


b. On the idea of a world judgment: It should provide food for thought 
for the apocalyptic fanatics and sects that, for the early Church, not the 
apocalypses (also propagated in the early Christian communities) but the 
gospels became the typical literary form. It is well known that, in addition 
to the great Apocalypse of John, there are also found some smaller ones 
in the New Testament. They were fitted into the totality of the New Tes- 
tament corpus and thus—so to speak—domesticated.14 Theologically this 
resulted in a not inconsiderable shift of emphasis. Apocalyptic was under- 
stood in the light of the gospel and not vice versa. For a very particular 
situation it represented a framework of understanding and ideas which 
must be clearly distinguished from what was meant, from the message 
itself, 

At the same time it is important to notice that the apocalypses in the 
gospels are wholly oriented to the appearance of Jesus, who is now un- 
equivocally identified with the apocalyptic Son of man. The terrifying 
visions of Matthew, cited at the beginning, are also to be understood in 
this way. The judge of the world is no other than Jesus and this very fact 
is the great sign of hope for all who have committed themselves to him. 
This is the message: The one who proclaimed new standards and values 
in the Sermon on the Mount is also the one who will require from us 
at the end an account in accordance with the same standards. 

There is no doubt that Michelangelo’s monumental painting in the 
Sistine Chapel has indelibly engrayed the scene of a “Last Judgment” of 
humanity. And yet the most inspired art remains no more than art. Which 
also means that the biblical picture of the assembly of all humankind (bil- 
lions upen billions of human beings) is and remains no more than a pic- 
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And yet the image of the Last Judgment can still speak to us, even 
though more or less negatively. Compressed into a picture a great deal be- 
comes clear in regard to the meaning and goal of human life and the his- 
tory of humanity that is also relevant for modern man: 


o All that exists—both political and religious traditions, institutions, au- 
thorities included—has a provisional character. 

e Both my nontransparent ambivalent existence and the deeply discordant 
history of humanity demand a final transparency, a revelation.of a defini- 
tive meaning; in the last resort I cannot myself judge my life and his- 
tory, neither can I leave that judgment to any other human tribunal. 

o The true consummation and true happiness of humanity will exist only 
when not only the last generation but all human beings share in it. 

o My life will acquire fullness of meaning and the history of humanity 
reach a consummation only with the evident reality of God; the am- 
biguity of life and all that is negative are overcome definitively only by 
God himself. 

e For the realization of true human existence of both the individual and 
of society on the way to the consummation, that crucified and yet living 
Jesus is the final judge: the reliable, permanent, definitive standard. 


c. How will the whole turn out? We suggested already in connection 
with heaven and hell that the outcome of the whole is and remains not 
transparent. Not only because all perceptions and representations are 
bound to fail in regard to creation and a new creation but because it seems 
impossible to answer ultimate questions, as—for instance—whether all hu- 
man beings—even the great criminals of history up to Hitler and Stalin— 
are saved. 

The great minds of theology—from Origen and Augustine by way of 
Aquinas, Luther and Calvin up to Barth’’—have struggled with the dark 
problem of the final destiny, of the election, predetermination, predestina- 
tion of the human person and humanity, without being able to raise the 
veil of the mystery. All that became clear was that it is impossible to do 
justice to the beginning and the end of God’s ways with simple solutions 
either in the light of the New Testament or in the light of questions of the 
present time: 
neither with the positive predeterm 
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is true if we say that God may not save all men, that he may not leave 
hell—so to speak—empty at the end. What then? 

In the New Testament the judgment narratives proclaim a clear division 
of humanity. But other statements, especially the Pauline—as we saw— 
suggest mercy for all. The latter statements are nowhere balanced with 
the former in the New Testament. There is nothing for it—as many theolo- 
gians say today—but to leave the question open. And this very fact teaches 
us to take seriously both personal responsibility and God's grace. 


e Someone who is in danger of recklessly overplaying the infinite serious- 
ness of his personal responsibility is warned by the possibility of a dual 
outcome. His salvation is not a priori guaranteed. 

e But someone who is in danger of despairing of the infinite seriousness 
of his personal responsibility is encouraged by the possible salvation of 
each and every human being. Not even in “hell” are there any limits 
set to the grace of God. 


Behind the great picture of a Last Judgment—whether at the end of a 
human life or at the end of the history of humanity—there is concealed 
then a message as serious as it is consoling, but which has nothing in com- 
mon with cheap consolation for the time being. In its conclusion “On 
our hope,” the German Catholic Synod rightly asks: “Have we ourselves 
in the Church not often obscured this liberating sense of the message of 
God’s judgment at the end of time, because we proclaimed this message 
of judgment loudly and insistently before the small and defenseless, but 
frequently too softly and too halfheartedly before the powerful ones of 
this world? If however a word expressing our hope is intended to be made 
known especially “before governors and kings” (cf. Mt 10:18), it is obvi- 
ously this. Its whole power of consolation and encouragement can then 
be seen. It speaks of God’s Power to create justice; of the fact that our 
longing for justice is not frustrated precisely at the point of death; of the 
fact that not only love but also justice is stronger than death. It speaks 
finally of that power of God to create justice which deposes death as lord 
Over our conscience and which guarantees that death by no means sets 
the seal on the lordship of the lords and the servitude of the servants. . . 

At the same time we do not conceal the fact that the message of God’s 
judgment also speaks of the danger of eternal perdition. It forbids us to 
assume a priori a reconciliation and purification for all and for everything 
s way that this message encroaches on our 
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but “thy kingdom come.” Not God’s judgment, but God’s kingdom, is 
the consummation. What is meant by this? 


4. Consummation of the world as God’s kingdom 


God’s kingdom has so often been promised and expected for the immedi- 
ate future, even proclaimed for the present. But it has nowhere been 
found. God’s kingdom was neither the Christian Empire after Constantine 
nor the solidly institutionalized Church of medieval and Counter-Reforma- 
tion Catholicism. It was not identical with Calvin’s strict theocracy in 
Geneva nor with the apocalyptic kingdom of insurgent fanatics such as 
Thomas Münzer. Neither was it the present kingdom of morality and con- 
summate bourgeois culture, as imagined by theological idealism and 
liberalism in the nineteenth century up to the First World War. No— 
and today we can agree on this—there was nothing here of the kingdom 
of God. Still less was it to be found in the thousand-year Reich: propa- 
gated by National Socialism, based on ideologies of people, race, vague 
belief in providence and fate, or the classless society of the new human 
being, as communism continually announced but never realized to the re- 
motest extent. 

These—whether in religioecclesial or in secularized political form—were 
false identifications which overlooked the fact that in the kingdom of God 
it really is a question of God’s kingdom. “Thy kingdom come.” Here is the 
first theological emphasis of this statement. And today—in the age of the 
estrangement of so many people from the great technological-evolutionary 
and Utopian revolutionary ideologies—is it not somewhat easier to think 
that the kingdom of the consummation, as we suggested in the last lecture, 
will come neither through sociological (technical or even mental ) evolu- 
tion nor through sociological (left-wing or even right-wing) revolution. No, 
according to the whole biblical message, the consummation comes through 
God’s unforeseeable, unextrapolatable action. An action of God that 
does not exclude but includes the action of man in the here and now, 
in both the individual and the social sphere, in which both false “seculari- 
zation” of God’s kingdom and false “interiorization” are to be avoided. 

Here then it is a question of what is really the other dimension of one- 
dimensional man: the divine dimension. It is a question of transcending, 
not—as Ernst Bloch thought—precisely without transcendence but toward 
true transcendence. Transcendence then is conceived no longer as in an- 
cient phvsi d metaphysics, primarily spatially: God over or outside the 
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God before us. Not without the influence of Bloch’s philosophy of hope— 
and Jiirgen Moltmann has systematically developed this!°—Christianity 
has rediscovered its “heritage of the future”: future as a new paradigm 
for transcendence. Which means that God is not to be understood simply 
as the timeless eternal behind the one homogeneous flow of coming to 
be and perishing, of past, present and future, as he is known particularly 
from Greek philosophy; but it is precisely as the eternal that he is the 
future reality, the coming reality, the one who creates hope, as he can 
be known from the promises of the future of Israel and of Jesus himself: 
“thy kingdom come.” This is the second theological emphasis of this state- 
ment. God’s Deity is then understood as the power of the future, which 
permits us to see our present in a new light and to see it as transformed 
even now. 

If not only man’s life, but—as is now scientifically probable—earth and 
the universe do not last forever, the question arises: What comes then? 
If human life and the history of humanity have an end, what is there 
at this end? The biblical message—the New Testament prepared by the 
Old also in this respect—says: at this end is not nothing, but God. God 
who is both the beginning and also the end. God’s cause prevails, in any 
case, God’s is the future; this future of God must be considered realisti- 
cally, but it is not to be calculated in the apocalyptic manner in years 
and days. 

This future is not then an empty future, but one that is to be laid bare 
and filled out. Not merely a futurum, something to come, that the futur- 
ologists might construct by extrapolation from past or present history 
(without however being able always to eliminate the effect of surprise), 
but an eschaton, that absolute ultimate of the future which is something 
really different and qualitatively new, which however announces its coming 
even now in anticipation. In that sense then what we are doing here is 
not futurology, but eschatology, an eschatology that without a true, still 
outstanding absolute future would however be an eschatology without true, 
still to be fulfilled hope.?0 

All of which means that there are not only—obviously these do exist— 
provisional human meanings assigned in each particular case; there is also 
a definitive meaning—offered anyway freely to man—of man and world, 
of human life and world history. The history of man and the world is 
not exhausted, as Nietzsche thought, in an eternal recurrence of the same. 
Bt nether is Rend ho nn thee i oe a 
Pa ER a n ee ` s id. No, the future belongs to God 
“ih Kingdom a pee is ne consummation: God’s kingdom! 
an WE ASN va aca ber ee egora emphasis of this state- 
on 6 akes clear that in the consummation it 

y of God but of God’s kingdom. It is a question of 





Consummation of the world as God's kingdom 215 


his dominion, his domain, his sphere of rule. But this becomes understand- 
able for Christians only if we take seriously the Christological concentra- 
tion of God’s kingdom. What does this mean? 

For Christians the hope of the transfiguration of humanity in God’s 
kingdom is an event of the end time, but its future has already dawned 
in the message, practice and fate of Jesus of Nazareth. Thus Christians 
are already irrevocably drawn into the effective power, the sphere of rule 
of this kingdom of God, which for them is identical with the kingdom 
of Christ. But to be placed in Christ’s sphere of rule means knowing which 
“lord” we have and means at the same time decisively rejecting all other 
“lords and powers” who try to establish their rule over man. For to be 
in Christ’s sphere of rule means—and this is a basic idea of Ernst Käse- 
mann’s theology—to practise a “dedemonizing” of the idols of this world 
in view of a more human, more Christian society.?! For Käsemann sees 
very clearly that it is on this battlefield “man” that man is “possessed” 
by self-fabricated gods and idols, that there is the addiction to the world, 
from which man must be liberated by Jesus Christ in the painful process 
of an enlightenment in regard to himself: “The ancient message of salva- 
tion in Colossians 1:13 characterized being taken out of the sphere of dark- 
ness and being placed in the kingdom of the beloved Son as liberation 
from possession and thus linked the alternatives of God and idols, belief 
and superstition, life under the word or in demonic suppression of the 
truth, genuine humanity or inhumanity. Obviously it is a question here 
of cosmic dimensions which cannot be reduced to the testing ground of 
psychiatry.”2? 

In fact, to decide which lord we have, to which sphere of rule we belong, 
of whose domain we are aware of being members, is the crucial challenge 
to the Christian. From this standpoint, belief in God, in Jesus’ resurrection 
to eternal life, even the coming together of heaven and earth, have for 
man a disillusioning and therefore liberating character: “God's justice does 
not permit cheap grace. It throws down whatever thinks it is something, 
comes to the aid of the humble, the exploited, the dying—as the Beati- 
tudes proclaim—and brings out impiety even from behind the masks of 
piety. Fear is learned both under the cross and also at Easter. For at both 
times our self-righteousness and the earthly status quo are shaken. If we 
come from a death on the shameful cross and from the open grave and 
enter into the following of the Nazarene, we no longer fit into that so- 
ciety where people are intoxicated by the slogans of ‘success and money 
or ‘bread and circuses.’ We should be disillusioned and spread sobriety 
around us. With the sated and self-satisfied the sense for realities disap- 
pears. Where heaven and earth meet and the devout have to respect the 
promise for the pagans, traditional norms and the camps oriented toward 
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them no longer divide, earthly taboos come to an end, we seek and find 
access to all whose humanity is threatened and violated.”?* 


5. Only seeing God? 


It is an impressive text, this short poem by the Spanish mystic Teresa 
of Avila, one of the most outstanding women in Church history, who got 
her way against tremendous opposition (not least from the Inquisition): 


Nada te turbe, Let nothing disturb thee; 
Nada te espante, Let nothing dismay thee: 
Todo se pasa, All things pass; 

Dios no se muda, God never changes. 

La paciencia Patience attains 

Todo lo alcanza; All that it strives for. 
Quien a Dios tiene He who has God 
Nada le falta: Finds he lacks nothing: 
Sölo Dios basta. God alone suffices.?4 


Sölo Dios basta? Does God alone suffice? The question is raised perhaps 
less in regard to the great Teresa, who remained all her life in close touch 
with people and (even from the convent) with the world, but quite gen- 
erally in regard to that mysticism of both West and East which gets its 
name from the Greek muein (“to close the lips”). The question is in re- 
gard to that mystical religiosity which closes its lips about its hidden mys- 
teries against secular ears, in order to seek salvation wholly in the person’s 
own interior. It is a retreat from the world and into oneself. “Mysticism” 
is understood then, not—as so often today—as a vague slogan, but as very 
precisely defined, for instance, by Friedrich Heiler in his classic work on 
the history and psychology of religion, Prayer: mysticism as “that form of 
intercourse with God in which the world and self are absolutely denied, in 
which human personality is dissolved, disappears and is absorbed in the 
infinite unity of the Godhead,”25 

In this mystical religiosity the highest stage of prayer or meditation al- 
ready anticipates the consummation. Despising the world, matter and 
body, man concentrates on the “Ab-solute,” on what is “detached” from 
everything, on the One, Infinite, Eternal. This sort of striving finds its 
fulfillment either (as in Christian Mysticism) in the ecstasy of mvstical 
love, in the beatifying union with the Deity, or (as in Hinduism and Bud- 
dhism) in the entry into nirvana, in beatifying repose and freedom from 
passion, in the destruction of the thirst for life and in “drifting away” in 
the One and Unique. ; 


Is this the way then in which we are to imagine the consummation, 
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heaven, the kingdom of God? Under the influence of the Platonic world 
of ideas, of the Judaeo-Hellenist philosopher Philo and of Neo-Platonic 
mysticism, the theology of the early Church concentrated on the “beatific 
vision,” the beatifying view of God. Thus Augustine’s Neo-Platonic model 
in particular was of a wholly and entirely intellectualized blessedness, 
where matter, body, community, the world, are mentioned at best only 
marginally. 

Certainly Augustine speaks also of “the City of God” and the “heavenly 
Jerusalem”—collective-eschatological images of human communities—and 
few statements describe so impressively and linguistically so brilliantly the 
content of the consummation as the conclusion of Augustine’s great work 
on the theology of history, On the City of God,” where he speaks of 
the great Sabbath, the day of the Lord, the eternal eighth day, which will 
bring the eternal repose of mind and body: Ibi vacabimus et videbimus, 
videbimus et amabimus, amabimus et laudabimus. Ecce quod erit in fine 
sine fine. Nam quis alius noster est finis nisi pervenire ad regnum, cuius 
nullus est finis?—“There we shall rest and see, see and love, love and praise. 
This is what will be at the end without end. For what other end can be 
ours than to arrive at the kingdom that has no end?” 

Certainly it is in his kingdom if anywhere that God has absolute pri- 
ority, the primacy pure and simple. And yet does not the narrow outlook 
of the Neo-Platonic become apparent here, individualizing, interiorizing 
and intellectualizing everything: vacare (becoming empty), videre (see- 
ing), amare (love), laudare (praise), everything wholly oriented to God 
(“God and my soul”), without a mention of interpersonal relationships 
or cosmic dimensions? Is it not the result of this exclusive stress on the 
“vision of God” and on “supreme bliss in God” that today the ideas 
are rightly rejected of “saints sitting on golden thrones” (Marie Luise 
Kaschnitz), of the boredom of singing “alleluia” on the clouds (as in Lud- 
wig Thomas’ parable of the Munich citizen in heaven), of the “heaven 
of the angels and the sparrows” (Heinrich Heine), of the desolate place 
of a “banal eternity” without prospects or expectations (Max Frisch)? 
What happens—and this question becomes audible in Kaschnitz and in 
Dostoyevsky’s conclusion to The Brothers Karamazov—to human commu- 
nication, language, fellowship, love? What about nature, the earth, the 
cosmos? Do we see directly and love God alone and other human beings— 
as some theologians think—at best indirectly? Is this not a heaven with 
the gold of eternity, but otherwise lacking all color, all warmth, feeling, 
vital joy, sensitivity, truly human happiness—and thus more or less rey 
thing that makes up an “alternative life” even on earth? A heaven for 


aesthetes and ascetics? k 
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heaven,” which is possible “only to a small religiously highly gifted and 
intellectually highly trained elite”: “We may say, without presumption and 
without passing judgment on the expectations of former generations, that 
for many people a heaven of this kind has too little to do with the earth, 
with this life, too little to do with their hopes. In a dangerously obvious 
way it had become a kingdom of pure spirits. We have understood it too 
much as a happy flight from the present. The boredom of its furnishings 
has gradually covered over people’s impulses of hope.”?? 

If someone thinks that an objection of this kind seems far too worldly, 
he should recall what Scripture says. Does this intellectualized vision of 
God represent what Old and New Testament can say about the final state? 
Admittedly, “seeing God,” which—according to the Old Testament2s— 
is fatal for human beings on earth, becomes—according to the New Testa- 
ment—the main content of the consummation. But—and this is important 
in regard to mysticism—the fulfillment of the promise comes in the future. 
Jesus himself, taking up ideas from apocalyptic, says in the Sermon on 
the Mount: “Happy are the pure in heart: they shall see God.”?® And 
Paul makes it no less clear that the vision of God is not to be attained 
on earth, by Gnosticism or mysticism, but only in the consummation: 
“Now we are seeing a dim reflection in a mirror; but then we shall be 
seeing face to face. The knowledge that I now have is imperfect; but then 
I shall know as fully as I am known.”®° And in the First Letter of John 
we read: “All we know is, that when it is revealed we shall be like him 
because we shall see him as he really is.”31 And it is particularly important 
to notice that what is the main content—according to the New Testament 
—of the future consummation is not the sole content. 


6. The new earth and the new heaven 


In view of the far advanced Process of intellectualizing in theology and 
the Church, we may perhaps learn to grasp again as a fresh opportunity 
the fact that the Bible describes the consummation in God with the aid 
of easily remembered earthly-human metaphors. We may learn perhaps 
what a mental impoverishment it would imply if we tried to rationalize 
these images out of existence or reduce them to a few concepts and 
ideas. Jesus himself speaks of the feast at the end of time with new wine,?? 
of the marriage, of the banquet to which all are invited,34 of great joy 


on all sides. . . . All metaphors of hope, not yet “sicklied over with the 
pale cast of thought.” 


Certainly heaven can be dep 
cally. For instance, when not 
Judaeo-Christian ideas, sees 


icted far too sensuously, far too fantasti- 
only apocalyptic,®> but the Koran, following 
Paradise—truly merely symbolically?—as full 





The new earth and the new heaven 219 


of earthly blessedness. In the “gardens of delight” under God’s good pleas- 
ure (the vision of God is mentioned marginally)?® “great happiness”: a 
life full of blessedness, lying in beds adorned with precious stones, expen- 
sive foods, streams of water that is never polluted and milk from clarified 
honey and expensive wine, handed out by boys who remain perpetually 
young, the blessed together with charming paradise virgins whom no one 
has hitherto touched (“espoused to wide-eyed houris” ) .37 

On the other hand it may seem, not only to some Muslims, but also 
to some Christians, far too suprasensible when—for instance—according 
to the supplement of Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae,?® even the heavenly 
bodies remain in perpetual repose, human beings do not eat and drink 
and obviously do not reproduce themselves; both plants and animals are 
therefore superfluous on this new earth, which will not be furnished with 
flora, fauna or even minerals, but there will be plenty of haloes (aureolae 
of the saints), on which the supplement contains several articles.* 

In this whole tradition—more platonizing than Christian—have not the 
promises been largely forgotten of a satisfied nature and a satisfied human- 
ity, as announced for Jews and Christians in the book of Isaiah (Marie 
Luise Kaschnitz is right: not for the present, but for the future)? “The 
wolf lives with the lamb, the panther lies down with the kid, calf and 
lion cub feed together with a little boy to lead them. The cow and the 
bear make friends, their young lie down together. The lion eats straw like 
the ox. The infant plays over the cobra’s hole; into the viper's lair the 
young child puts his hand. They do no hurt, no harm, on all my holy 
mountain, for the country is filled with the knowledge of Yahweh as the 
waters swell the sea.”*® 

At the end of the book of Isaiah—in Third Isaiah after the Babylonian 
exile—we find also that great saying, already quoted, which provides prob- 
ably the most comprehensive announcement of the consummation, which 
is not by any means to be understood as escapist, antimaterial, depreciative 
of the body; a new creation, either a re-formation or a new formation of 
the old world, it must be understood in fact as a “new earth and a new 
heaven” and therefore as our happy homeland: “For now I create a new 
heaven and a new earth, and the past will not be remembered, and will 
come no more to men’s minds. Be glad and rejoice for ever and ever for 
what I am creating.”*! He goes on to say that there will no longer be any 
question of the infant living only a few days, that people will continue to 
live youthful lives, build houses, plant vines and enjoy their fruit. . 2 
New Creation is also described—by ent sees new covenant” and 
—by Ezekiel*#—as “a new heart. . . and a new spirit- 

These then are the pictures for God’s kingdom, for the consummation 
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feast, living water, the tree of life, the new Jerusalem, metaphors for com- 
munity, love, clarity, fullness, beauty and harmony. But here at least we 
must remember: images are—images! They may not either be eliminated 
or objectified, may not be materialized. We must recall what we said so 
clearly in connection with the resurrection of Jesus. In the consummation 
of man and the world it is a question of a new life in the nonvisual dimen- 
sions of God beyond our time and our space. “Who alone is immortal, 
whose home is in inaccessible light, whom no man has seen and no man 
is able to see,” we read in the First Letter to Timothy.** How could we 
identify our pictures with the reality of God? God’s consummation is be- 
yond all human experience, imagination and thought. The glory of eternal 
life is completely new, unsuspected and incomprehensible, unthinkable 
and unutterable: “the things that no eye has seen and no ear has heard, 
things beyond the mind of man, all that God has prepared for those who 
love him.”45 

Consequently what we have to say about the consummation, if it is not 
to be either too sensuously abstruse or too anemic and abstract, must move 
on the borderline between image and concept. At the same time expe- 
rience is indispensable as a correlative if the metaphors are not to evapo- 
tate into abstractions; but experience is by no means the sole criterion 
if our images are not to degenerate into wish-images. The more subtle the 
dialectic then between experience and abstraction, the more appropriate 
could an image concept be to express what is meant by consummation. 
And in this way are not then the great symbolic, pregnant human ideas, 
life, justice, freedom, love, salvation, as in Scripture so also today, the most 
appropriate to make clear on the borderline between concept and image 
what is involved in the consummation? 

Image concepts which are certainly established in the light of Scrip- 
ture as a whole, but must be brought to a head in the light of Jesus of 
Nazareth. Hence—seen from the standpoint of the Crucified and raised 
from the dead—the consummation can be described in a dialectical move- 
ment of thought: as life, justice, freedom, love, salvation. 


e A life into which we are taken with ou 
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bility; a true, imperishable life in that God who proved himself in the 
Crucified as the living, life-bestowing God: an eternal life. 

e A justice for which we are already fighting in this society, however with- 
out ever attaining it, because of the inequality, incapacity and unwilling- 
ness of human beings; a justice which—in the light of the justified Jesus 
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ever will be removed by the Absolute itself; a freedom which—as God’s 
great gift in Jesus—has finally left behind law and morality: a perfect 
freedom. 

A love in which we shared already here and which we bestowed here, 
whose weakness and suffering however will be transformed by divine 
strength and power; a love wholly and entirely filled by the God whose 
love has proved in Jesus to be stronger even than death; an infinite love. 
A salvation of which we have already had a hint, whose fragility and 
fragmentary character however will be entirely sublated into the defini- 
tive wellbeing or whobeing of God, which, in the light of the resurrec- 
tion of the dead Christ, seizes the human person in all his body-soul 
dimensions: a final salvation. 


All this then, as the kingdom of perfect freedom, of all-transcending justice 
and of infinite love, is final salvation: eternal life—for man and world a 
life without suffering and death in the fullness of a perpetual now, as in 
Boethius’ classical definition:** interminabilis vitae simul et perfecta pos- 
sessio (“the whole and perfect possession simultaneously of interminable 
life”). But this classical definition of eternity is to be interpreted in a mod- 
ern dialectical manner as real life: 


o eternity understood not purely affirmatively as time continued in a 
linear fashion: as the consecutive endlessness of a pure process of un- 
extended moments; 
eternity however not understood purely negatively, as static negation of 
all time: 
as pure timelessness of an unchangeable identity; 
eternity instead, understood dialectically in the light of the one raised 
to life, as the temporality which is “dissolved” into finality: x 
as the perfect power over time of a God who, precisely as the living 
God, contains within himself both identity and process. 
Judaeo-Christian-Islamic thought (about rebirth to eternal life) and In- 
dian thought (about rebirth and nirvana) might perhaps meet at this 
point. 
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tained to the end—may ever permit Christians to forget the present time, 
the cross or the Crucified, which remains the great distinctive Christian 
feature as compared to all other hopes of immortality and ideologies of 
eternity. Who knows better than those who take seriously the following 
of the justified and the crucified Christ that life here and now is often 
enough a thwarted and frustrated life. Consequently we are not required 
to cope intellectually with the problem—highly complex in its speculative 
detail—of eternal life. Nor are we concerned with the individualistic. 
spiritualistic approach of “saving our souls.” What matters is to work to- 
gether with others who are living with us—out of hope for an eternal life 
and in commitment for a better human world—for a practical life at the 
present time, which takes its standard from Jesus the Crucified. 

It is only from this standpoint that we can see the radicalness of the 
primitive Christian message of the Crucified and Risen. Here particularly 
Ernst Käsemann’s comments cannot be stressed too much. The primitive 
Christian message “speaks of our personal hope and of the promise granted 
to us beyond the grave. This it does in the second place and in the shadow 
of what is important to it beyond all measure: “God has made this Jesus 
both Lord and Christ,” “Christ must tule,” “he has paraded the Powers 
in public,” “all should bend the knee before him.” This sequence cannot 
be confused without everything being distorted. It is wholly and entirely 
un-Christian if at Easter our own wishes and hopes so come to the fore 
that Jesus is merely the guarantor of their fulfillment. In Christian terms 
our future is part of his rule, which reaches far beyond it. But because 
his rule remains that of the Crucified, even at Easter this is again and 
again opposed to our own wishes and longings. The voice of the Risen 
one has never been heard except as calling us to discipleship, and it does 
so in the words attributed in the gospel to the earthly Jesus: “He who 
does not take his cross upon him and follow me is not worthy of me.”47 
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life 


What is the point of the whole? 


The creeds end with the article which all composers of the Christian cen- 
turies have triumphantly shaped together with the great Amen: Credo. . . 
in vitam venturi saeculi! A formulation which gives expression to the dyna- 
mism of God’s eternity against all supposed rigidity, staticism: “I believe 
in the life of the world to come.” 

This is a certainty of the future, based not on study of the future but 
on hope of the future. As we saw, the question of the ultimate whither 
of world and man, the question of why there is anything at all and not 
simply nothing, is in any case independent of the question whether our 
universe turns out to be finite in space and time or infinite, A fundamental 
question arises here which transcends experience of the space-time world 
and the answer to which cannot be a matter of natural science. To dismiss 
it as useless or pointless for that reason would in fact be mistaken. 

In brief, the question runs: What is the point of the whole? As a person 
of the twentieth century I have every reason to raise this question, by no 
means from the standpoint of intellectual superiority, but in all modesty, 
precisely because I know better than ever what are the limits of our cogni- 
tive powers. For could it not be—and the natural scientist Hoimar von 
Ditfurth makes this comparison in his excellent book on science and re- 
ligion, based on the conclusions of behavioral science!’—that man in regard 
to further dimensions of reality has a similarly restricted capacity of percep- 
tion as the louse, the goose, the cock or the anthropoid ape have in regard 
to their transcendental dimensions? Might not some things also (in the 
present state of evolution of the brain) today still be beyond and transcen- 
dent to our human understanding which in later millennia will possibly 
be immanent to it and within its grasp? Do we not in any case perceive 
our reality—macrocosm or microcosm—only very partially, sketchily? Are 
not our cognitive powers and the horizon of our knowledge very ae 
More restricted than we thought for a long time: stamped genetical y by 
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dimensions of reality, but at the same time will come up against new limits 
to knowledge. 

Consequently, Hoimar von Ditfurth is right when he argues that the 
very fact of evolution has opened our eyes to the fact that reality cannot 
end at the point where our experience of reality comes to an end: “that 
the range of the real world must transcend quantitatively and qualitatively 
by inconceivable dimensions the horizon of knowledge available to us at 
the present level of development.” And he is right too when he suspects 
with many others that life is not restricted to our tiny earth at the margin 
of a Milky Way, but that—in the light of the most recent discoveries— 
we must allow for living beings, intelligent—although quite different—liv- 
ing beings, also on other stars of the immense universe, so that the end 
of humanity would not by any means involve the end of the world or even 
merely the end of all individuals endowed with reason. Only the still wide- 
spread illusion of man as the center of the universe could imagine any- 
thing of this kind. 

The spell of this illusion of man as center will be broken at the latest 
when we consider the limits of our knowledge in view of both znicro- and 
macrophysical new insights. It is well known that the Greek natural phi- 
losophers Leucippus and Democritus (in the fifth to fourth century 2.c.) 
thought that with the “atom” (the “indivisible”) they had reached the 
indivisible, unchangeable smallest unit of matter. As we know, this was 
a mistake. But when, at the beginning of the present century, Ernest 
Rutherford and Niels Bohr had formulated the modern atom model, that 
image of the atom as a small planetary system—nucleus with electron 
cell—it was thought that we really had discovered “what keeps the world 
together in its innermost reality.” For the more the nuclear physicists from 
the 1950s onward with the aid of gigantic particle accelerators in Stanford, 
Geneva and Hamburg, perceived of this atomic nucleus—itself made up 
of still smaller subunits, what are known as quarks and gluons (adhesives), 
together with the electrodynamic forces which for their own part perhaps 
also have structures‘—so much less can we imagine what the original ma- 
terial of the world really is. In other words, the more deeply we penetrate 
into matter, the more invisible, the more mysterious it becomes, the greater 
the distance becomes between the theories of the natural scientist and the 
ideas of the ordinary person who has not had a scientific training, the more 
clearly our limits too can be seen. 
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objects like pulsars and quasars. And, like the fascinating world of sub- 
atomic elementary particles, the no less fascinating physical universe can 
be described only hazily with our terms, in the last resort it can be de- 
scribed only with metaphors, ciphers and analogies, with models and es- 
pecially with mathematical formulas. 

How am I really to imagine the incredibly small processes investigated 
by the physics of elementary particles: in order of magnitude down to 10-15 
cm = one thousandth of a millionth of a millionth of a centimeter = 1 
divided by a thousand million million cm; and speeds of 10-12 seconds = 
1 divided by ten thousand million million million seconds. At this point 
even terms like “part” and “spatial extension” largely lose their usual mean- 
ing. And how am I to imagine the vast world investigated by astrophysics 
where space travelers, if they succeeded in finding their way to the heart 
of our own Milky Way and back to earth, would still be comparatively 
young when they came across a humanity that had in the meantime grown 
sixty thousand years older? No, there is scarcely any prospect of man ever 
penetrating to the “depths of outer space” or even to those of our own 
Milky Way, any more than the discovery of a “cosmic formula” in the 
subatomic field—at any rate, according to the physical chemist and Nobel 
Prize winner Ilya Prigogine—could presumably supply the universal key 
to all the manifold physical phenomena and thus—as Friedrich Dürren- 
matt feared in his Physicists—a kind of omniscience.° 

In both the micro- and the macrophysical, then, the limits of my knowl- 
edge become absolutely clear, but at the same time also the peripheral 
position of man in the totality of the cosmos. What are the years of 
my life by comparison with the age of humanity? And what in turn are 
a hundred thousand years of the life of humanity in comparison with the 
thirteen or more billions of years of this cosmos? And is not this earth 
again a speck of dust in comparison with the whole of the Milky Way, 
which contains some 100 billions of individual stars, one of which is the 
sun? And is not this Milky Way of ours itself a speck of dust by compar 
son with those heaps of galaxies (“nebulae”), any of them containing ten 
thousand galaxies, so that the number of observable galaxies amounts to 


hundreds of millions? The more I reflect then on the amazing results of 
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not to ask continually, both amazed and shocked: What is the point of 
the whole? Whither the whole? Whither humanity? Whither am I going 


myself? 


Trust or mistrust? 


The answer of Christian faith is—I hope—now unequivocal. Man and the 
world are destined to a consummation which will be granted to them by 
God himself. In the life of the world to come: it is only from there that 
an ultimate meaning can emerge in human life and the history of hu- 
manity. Every human being, including the natural scientist and the medi- 
cal expert, is confronted here with an existential alternative. To sum up: 

Either I say no to a primordial ground and primordial goal of human 
life, of the whole cosmic process, the consequences are unpredictable. The 
Nobel Prize winner for biology Jacques Monod, an atheist, rightly invokes 
the Sisyphus depicted by Camus and says: “If he accepts this (negative) 
message in its full significance, man must at last wake out of his millenary 
dream and discover his total solitude, his fundamental isolation. He must 
realize that, like a gipsy, he lives on the boundary of an alien world; a 
world that is deaf to his music, and as indifferent to his hopes as it is 
to his suffering or his crimes.”® 

Or I say yes to a primordial ground and primordial goal of human life 
and of the whole cosmic process. This does not mean that I can then 
prove the meaningfulness of the history of the world and humanity, but 
I can trustingly assume it. The question raised by another Nobel Prize 
winner for biology, Manfred Eigen, would then find a positive answer: 
“Now as before, knowing the connections does not produce any answer 
to the question raised by Leibniz: ‘Why is there something and not noth- 
ing?’”’ With a trusting reference to a first and last reality both this and 
the other question would be answered: “Why is there anything, why the 
world, why do I exist myself?” 

In an answer of this kind scientific conclusions and religious beliefs 
are not to be mixed up. On the contrary, under the influence of ethical- 
religious impulses (which are certainly to be respected), we shall not assign 
a priori to the evolutionary process an orientation to a particular end-state 
omega and thus give it a meaning, as Pierre Teilhard de Chardin—who has 
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to keep to what is verifiable by science (even natural science), the empiri- 
cally comprehensible external or objective world, avoid a trust (or mis- 
trust) of this kind? Has the existence of an objective external world 
independent of my experience ever been strictly philosophically proved, 
proved as against a philosophical solipsist, for whom the “self” alone, the 
ego, exists and all the objects of the external world and also other selves 
are merely contents of consciousness, merely dreamlike projections? The 
history of modern epistemology from Descartes, Hume and Kant, to 
Popper and Lorenz, has—it seems to me—made clear that the fact of any 
reality at all independent of our consciousness can be accepted only in 
an act of trust. But if this is the situation even with the reality of our 
own world, to whose visibility and palpability modern man so gladly refers 
in the discussion of the question of God, then the existence of a reality 
of God—distinct from but not separated from our world—cannot be re- 
jected as a pure projection merely because it is accepted on the basis of 
trust. It is not accepted on the basis merely of an irrational feeling, but 
neither is it accepted on the basis of a rational argument, but on the 
basis of an absolutely reasonable trust which, at any rate in view of the 
reality of God, is seen to be substantially radicalized: a trust in God in 
the plain sense of the term, known also as belief in God, which is un- 
doubtedly challenged particularly in questions about the beginning and 
the end. 

In terms of natural science, the evolutionary process as such neither in- 
cludes nor excludes a first origin (an alpha) and an ultimate meaning and 
goal (an omega). But even for the natural scientist and the medical ex- 
pert, for the historian and the social scientist, there arises the existential 
question of the origin and meaning and goal of the whole process, from 
which he cannot escape. It is my decision of trust or mistrust, my decision 
of faith, as to whether—like Jacques Monod—I want to accept an ultimate 
groundlessness and meaninglessness or—on the lines of Manfred Eigen— 
a primordial ground and primordial meaning of everything, in fact, a God 
who is Creator and Finisher of the cosmic process, as the Christian procla- 
mation assumes. ; 

Such a vote of confidence, which undoubtedly goes beyond the horizon 
of my experience—this should have become clear in these ree 
only can be required but can be justified in undiminished nee x 
esty. For here it is not a question of one of those “mysteries which theolo- 
gians and churchmen have created on the basis of self-inculcated Glen 
and then had to declare as such. No, it is a question here—beyond all 
kenge d ideas_of the one, true, but absolutely everywhere present 
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any statement, cannot be laid down by any definition; the mystery that 
embraces this reality of ours and yet is not identical with it, that is inher- 
ent in it and yet not absorbed in it. It'is a question of the ineffable, incom- 
prehensible, unfathomable God himself. And only in so far as the end, 
but also the center and particularly the beginning of the world and man, 
have to do with this great alpha and omega, the center of centers, do they 
too deserve to be described as a mystery, a mysterium, an object of “mysti- 
cism.” And because in my decision I touch upon this one mystery, this 
decision too will never be a decision of pure reason, but the decision of 
my own self, as a whole person. A venture of faith, akin to the venture 
of love. 


Is it easier for believers? 


In the last chapter of The Rebel, Albert Camus—who was quoted by 
Monod—describes two crucial basic experiences of man: evil and death. 
There we read: “Rebellion indefatigably confronts evil, from which it can 
only derive a new impetus.” Man should “rectify in creation everything 
that can be rectified. And after he has done so, children will still die un- 
justly even in a perfect society. Even by his greatest effort, man can only 
propose to diminish, arithmetically, the sufferings of the world. But the 
injustice and the suffering of the world will remain and, no matter how 
limited they are, they will not cease to be an outrage. Dmitri Karamazov’s 
cry of ‘Why?’ will continue to resound through history.”® There is no 
doubt that “man faced by death proceeds from within himself toward jus- 
tice,” writes Camus, and not everyone dies with such composure, so 
straightforwardly, as his hero Meursault in his story The Outsider, who 
refuses even the death cell to accept any consolation from believers in 
God.? 

Meursault turns in anger against the priest who visits him to talk about 
his imminent death, about his sins and God’s justice: “He seemed so cock- 
sure, you see. And yet none of his certainties was worth one strand of 
a woman’s hair. Living as he did, like a corpse, he couldn’t even be sure 
of being alive. It might look as if my hands were empty. Actually, I was 
sure of myself, sure about everything, far surer than he; sure of my present 
life and of the death that was coming. That, no doubt, was all I had; but 
at least that certainty was something I could get my teeth into—just as 
it had got its teeth into me. . . . From the dark horizon of my future a 
sort of slow, persistent breeze had been blowing towards me, all my life 
long, from the years that were to come. And on its way that breeze had 


levelled out all the ideas that people tried to foist on me in the equally 
unreal years I then was living through,”20 
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The figure of this Meursault should not be so quickly dismissed from 
our minds. For here a person refuses religious consolation, not from stupid- 
ity or pride but from a sense of his own dignity, a feeling for his own 
identity. Self-assurance is demonstrated here against the background of ab- 
surdity, which is not deplored but simply accepted as a matter of fact. 
After all that has been said in these lectures about hope in a life after 
death, about tried and tested, realistic trust without any illusions, we are 
thrown back at the conclusion to the elementary question: as a believer 
in God, do I not make it all too easy for myself with my hope of a defini- 
tive meaning, an ultimate fulfillment? Far too easy because I could not 
otherwise put up with life in its harshness, brutality and chaos? Does not 
man’s realistic self-appraisal lead to the conclusion that in principle we 
must live without comfort? Is it not part of man’s dignity and pride to 
refuse without any arrogance the comfort of religion if it is always a false 
consolation? Is it not more honest, even though harsher and crueler, finally 
to bury religious hopes as illusions? Did not Sigmund Freud in The Future 
of an Illusion express in an exemplary way for our time the fact that man 
can live without the consolation of religious illusions, that without them 
he can bear the burden of life and its cruel reality? “They will, it is true, 
find themselves in a difficult situation. They will have to admit to them- 
selves the full extent of their helplessness and their insignificance in the 
machinery of the universe; they can no longer be the centre of creation, 
no longer the object of a tender care on the part of a beneficent Provi- 
dence. They will be in the same position as a child who has left the 
parental house where he was so warm and comfortable. But surely in- 
fantilism is destined to be surmounted. Men cannot remain children for 
ever; they must in the end go out into ‘hostile life.’ We may call this ‘edu- 
cation to reality.’ ”11 $ 

And yet, can the appreciation of the “benign indifference” of world, life 
and history (described in The Outsider), can the pathos of realism and 
freedom from illusions (as supported by Freud and Monod), reduce to 
silence the cry of Dmitri Karamazov (taken up by Camus) in the face 
of all the suffering of the innocent: “Why?” This why question, as I have 
repeatedly worked it out, drives the question of an ultimate meaning and 
a definitive fulfillment away from the fields of conflict on this earth and 
provides material for all the images of hope, the por trayals of longing, the 
visions of fulfillment. But this hope is not a feeble illusion, this consolation 
acquired here is not a mere excuse, only if hope and consolation are com- 
bined with a realistic enlightenment of man in regard to him 2 illu- 
sions of feasibility and disposability. As against the suspicion of illusion 


iti ligion, I have tried to 
on the part of Freud and all the critics of Te > 
bring ae the unmasking function of religion itself, aamini = a par 
fied, responsible religion. That is to say, only a person who has been de- 


230 Epilogue: Assent to eternal life 


prived of illusions about himself in belief in God as the latter showed 
himself in the cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ, only someone like 
this is admitted into the following of the Nazarene, not permitting the 
earth to degenerate into hell but to become visible here and now as a 
part of the coming kingdom of God. It is no more possible to dismiss 
this hope as suspect of projection than as suspect of being a cheap consola- 
tion. We are not talking about a flight into the future, but—against all 
continually threatening doubt and despair—deeds of hope. In view: of the 
future consummation, this is a contribution to the struggle against the 
powers opposing it, of which Ernst Bloch was aware, against the “evil” 
of which Camus spoke: in a word, against the powers of injustice and 
unfreedom, of wretchedness, and for more justice and life. 

No, it is not easier for someone who takes this seriously. If someone 
definitely placed in the fields of conflict of this earth maintains in practice 
also hope in God’s eternal life, without excessive self-esteem or acquiescent 
despair, has not a priori chosen the easier way. And if someone not only 
thus persists in his hopes in a life in God but surrenders himself in death 
—trusting and believing—to this God as Lord and Judge, he is aware of 
the seriousness and responsibility of his decision, which has nothing in 
common with cheap illusions or premature consolation. If then any belief 
in eternal life which remained ineffective in practice would fall under the 
suspicion of being an illusion and a false consolation, so much the more 
urgent becomes the answer to the question: What difference would it make 
CH aa? 


What difference would it make. . . ? 


Yes, what difference would it make if there were not really this consumma- 
tion in eternal life? In view of philosophical projects of the present, as 
we frequently considered them in these lectures, it could be said: 

If there is the consummation in an eternal life, 

then J have the justified hope—contrary to Sigmund Freud's atheistic fears 
—that the “oldest, strongest and most urgent wishes of mankind” are not 
illusions, but are eventually fulfilled; 

then the idea that death is the absolutely final teality—which Theodor 
W. Adorno found unthinkable—is in fact unthinkable, because untrue; 

then for me a liberating surmounting, transcending, of the “one-dimen- 
sional man” into a really different dimension is a real alternative, as 
required by Herbert Marcuse, even now—even though fundamentally 
differently than it is in Marcuse’s work—made possible; 

then even all unpreventible suffering, which the supporters of the Critical 
Theory find cannot be removed conceptually, then the individual’s unhap- 
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piness, pain, age and death, and also the threatening eschaton of boredom 
in a totally managed, dead world, are not the ultimate reality, but can 
point to something quite different; i 
then the hope of Max Horkheimer and innumerable other people for per- 
fect justice, for absolute meaning and eternal truth, is not unreal but when 
all is said and done fulfillable, infinitely fulfillable; 
then the infinite longing of man—who, according to Ernst Bloch, is rest- 
less, unfinished, never fulfilled, continually starting out afresh, continually 
longing, learning, seeking, continually reaching out for what is different 
and new—has nevertheless a meaning and does not eventually end in a 
void; 
then the great peut-être of the dying Rabelais—which for Bloch remained 
the extreme possibility of a reaction is also definitively realizable, pointing 
not only to something undefined and uncertain but to a wholly other, new 
reality. 

Yes, if the hope for a God in heaven is justified, then for this earth 
it can be understood, substantiated and motivated: 
why man bears a responsibility for this earth, which he has not himself 
created, for nature, which is no longer the object of romantic, religious 
fervor, but the very foundation of his life, with which he has to cope 
reasonably; 
why at the same time we must be concerned not only about our own gen- 
eration but also about future generations; why then subsequent generations 
also have a justified interest in an inhabited earth, in natural resources 
not squandered on armaments, on an acceptable burden of financial debt; 
why then not all economic “growth” itself implies “development” or 
“progress”: why then the question must always be asked, not only about 
the “how much,” but also about the “what” of production and consump- 
tion, about the quality of growth, about the whither of development and 
progress. 


Summary 
What does it mean to believe in a consummation in eternal life by God 
as he showed himself in Jesus of Nazareth? ; 
To believe in an eternal life means—in reasonable trust, in enlightened 
faith, in tried and tested hope—to rely on the fact that I shall one day 
be fully understood, freed from guilt and definitively accepted and can 
be myself without fear; that my impenetrable and ambivalent existence, 
like the profoundly discordant history of humanity as a whole, y mee 
day become finally transparent and the question of the meaning = istory 
one day be finally answered. I need not then believe with Karl Marx in 
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the kingdom of freedom only here on earth or with Friedrich Nietzsche 
in the eternal recurrence of the same. But neither do I have to consider 
history with Jacob Burckhardt in stoic-epicurean aloofness from the stand- 
point of a pessimistic skeptic. And still less do I need to mourn as a critic 
of civilization, with Oswald Spengler, the decline of the West and that 
of our own existence. 

No, if I believe in an eternal life, then, in all modesty and all realism 
and without yielding to the terror of violent benefactors of the people, 
I can work for a better future, a better society, even a better Church, in 
peace, freedom and justice—and knowing that all this can only be sought 
and never fully realized by man. 

If I believe in an eternal life, I know that this world is not the ultimate 
reality, conditions do not remain as they are for ever, all that exists—in- 
cluding both political and religious institutions—has a provisional charac- 
ter, the division into classes and races, poor and rich, rulers and rulers, 
remains temporary; the world is changing and changeable. 

If I believe in an eternal life, then it is always possible to endow my 
life and that of others with meaning. A meaning is given to the inexora- 
ble evolution of the cosmos out of the hope that there will be a true con- 
summation of the individual and of human society and indeed a liberation 
and transfiguration of creation, on which lie the shadows of transitoriness, 
coming about only by the glory of God himself. Only then will the con- 
flicts and sufferings of nature be overcome and its longings fulfilled. Yes, 
“all joy wants eternity, wants deep, deep, deep eternity,” Nietzsche’s song 
in Zarathustra is here and here alone elevated. Instructed by the apostle 
Paul, I know that nature will then share in the glory of God: “The whole 
creation is eagerly waiting for God to reveal his sons (and daughters). 
Tt was not for any fault on the part of creation that it was made unable 
to attain its purpose, it was made so by God; but creation still retains 
the hope of being freed, like us, from its slavery to decadence, to enjoy 
the same freedom and glory as the children of God. From the beginning 
till now the entire creation, as we know, has been groaning in one great 
act of giving birth; and not only creation, but all of us who possess the 
first-fruits of the Spirit, we too groan inwardly as we wait for our bodies 
to be set free.”12 

In belief in God, however, as he showed himself in Jesus of Nazareth, 
I must start out from the fact that there can be a true consummation 
and a true happiness of humanity only when not merely the last generation 
Bu he al re of humen bing-naäng those wh have sued 
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unequivocal truth, of universal peace, of infinite love, of overflowing joy— 
in a word, of eternal life. 

Eternal life means liberation without any new enslavement. My suffer- 
ing, the suffering of man, is abolished, the death of death has occurred. 
It will then be the time (in Heine’s words) to sing “a new song, a better 
song.” History will then have attained its goal, man’s becoming man will 
be completed. Then, as Marx hoped, the state and the law, and also sci- 
ence, art and particularly theology will really have become superfluous. 
This will be what Bloch meant by “genuine transcendence,” Marcuse’s 
really “other dimension,” the true “alternative life”: 

No longer will “thou shalt,” will morality rule, but “thou art,” being. 

No longer will a relation established at a distance, no longer will religion 
determine the relationship between God and man, but the evident being- 
in-one of God and man, of which mysticism dreamed. 

No longer will the rule of Christ in the interim period, under the sign 
of the cross, accepted in faith, prevail in the Church, but God’s rule di- 
rectly and solely, for the happiness of a new humanity. Yes, God himself 
will rule in his kingdom, to which even Jesus Christ his Son will submit 
and adapt himself, in accordance with that other great saying of Paul: 
“And when everything is subjected to him (the Son), then the Son himself 
will be subject in his turn to the One who subjected all things to him, 
so that God may be all in all.”28 

God all in all: I can rely on the hope that in the eschaton, in the abso- 
lutely last resort, in God’s kingdom, the alienation of Creator and creature, 
man and nature, logos and cosmos, the division into here and hereafter, 
above and below, subject and object, will be abolished. God then will not 
merely be in everything, as he is now, but truly all in all, but—transforming 
everything into himself—because he gives to all a share in his eternal 
life in unrestricted, endless fullness. For, Paul says in the Letter to the 
Romans,!% “all that exists comes from him; all is by him and for him. 
To him be glory for ever.” 2 

God all in all: For me it is expressed in unsurpassed and grandiose po- 
etic form—interweaving cosmic liturgy, nuptial celebrations and quiet 
happiness—on the last pages of the New Testament at the end of the book 
of Revelation by the seer in statements of promise and hope, with which 
I would like to close this series of lectures on eternal life: “Then I saw 
a new heaven and a new earth; the first heaven and the first earth had 
disappeared now, and there was no longer any sea (the PS of ee 
I saw the holy city, and the new Jerusalem, coming down from God out 
of heaven, as beautiful as a bride all dressed for her husband. Then I heard 
a loud voice call from the throne, ‘You see this city? Here God lives 

; koi ng them: they shall be his people, 
among men. He will make his home among t He will wi 
and he will be their God; his name 1s God-with-them. He will wipe away 
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all tears from their eyes; there will be no more death, and no more mourn- 
ing or sadness. The world of the past has gone.’ ”!5 It will no longer be 
a life in the light of the Eternal, but the light of the Eternal will be our 
life and his rule our rule: “They will see him face to face, and his name 
will be written on their foreheads. It will never be night again and they 
will not need lamplight or sunlight, because the Lord God will be shining 
on them. They will reign for ever and ever.”!® 
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Author (see German edition, pp. 25-34) and numerous 
competent observers, the charges of th honi t H 
ogy nt observers g e Roman authorities have not been theo 


n the question of the resurrection (the fourth a 

u ! i nd fifth part of the book 
the author admit that there is some justification for criticism an states his en 
more precisely in the German preface, It seems to me that in regard to his far too 
optimistic assessment of death (“certainly E 


“positive condition of life,” p. 38), and als a part of nature,” as “brother” and a 
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30 
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and W. Kasper, the precise explanations by E. Schillebeeckx (Interim Report on 
the Books Jesus and Christ, $.C.M., London / Seabury, New York, 1980, pp. 9o- 
104) are very useful. 

. Cf. Rm 6:4-11. 

, Cf. Ac 17:32. 


16, See the very readable book of S. Ben-Chorin, Jüdischer Glaube. Strukturen einer 


Theologie anhand des Maimonidischen Credo, Tiibingen, 1975, especially Chapter 
13: “Auferstehung.” Maimonides’ final article of faith runs: “I believe with com- 
plete faith in the resurrection of the dead at the time when the Creator wills it, may 
his name be praised and exalted and his memory from eternity to eternity.” Con- 
sequently for Ben-Chorin, too, the resurrection is justified in Judaism in terms of 
the theology of creation: “Belief in the resurrection and belief in the continuance 
of life after death are certainly not identical, but common to them is the knowledge 
of the soul or perhaps only its premonition that death does not have the last word. 
The death of death (Is 25:8; 1 Co 15:26, 55) is the quintessence of the biblical 
hopes, which do not exist in isolation but are part oh the common heritage of 
human hopes. We find this hope expressed in almost the same terms in the Hebrew 
Bible and in the gospel, so that in this final chapter of faith the two modes of faith 
of the greater Israel-of Judaism and Christianity—meet and take their place in the 
still greater choir of hope, in which Islam and many other religions harmonize. 
The doctrine of the resurrection is the doctrine of man’s dignity.: It is the last and 
it follows on the first. Man, created by God in his image and likeness (however we 
have interpreted this) carries within himself from creation the pledge of resurrection. 
At the same time there is nothing to be stated about the form of the resurrection, 
nor can anything be stated. Here faith is only too easily lost in apocalypticism and 
gnosticism, in uncontrollable mysticism, in fantasy and allegory—and the shadow of 
all these exaggerations is superstition” (pp. 319-20). 

. Although the conclusion is understandably disputed by his fellow believers, in his 
somewhat daring book (Auferstehung. Ein jüdisches Glaubenserlebnis, Stuttgart, 
1977) P. Lapide claims that the resurrection of Jesus can also be a “Jewish ex- 
perience of faith.” Without any intention of playing off Jews against each other, the 
Christian theologian must await the outcome of this inter-Jewish discussion, But, 
for the sake of the Jewish author and the Jewish cause, it is to be hoped that the 
discussion will be carried on with ecumenical frankness both between Jews and Jews 
and also between Christians and Jews. 

. 1 Co 15:20. 

. Col 1:18; cf. Rv 1:5. 

. 1 Co 2:9. 

. 1 Co 15:44. 

. 1 Co 15:43. 

. 1 Co 15:52. 

. Cf. ı Co 36-38. 

- P. Althaus, Die letzten Dinge. Lehrbuch der Eschatologie, Gütersloh, 1970 (un- 
tevised new printing of the fourth edition of 1933). es 

. W. Pannenberg, Was ist der Mensch? Die Anthropologie der Gegenwart im Lichte 
der Theologie, Göttingen, 1981, pp. 35-36. 

- F. J. Nocke, Eschatologie, Düsseldorf, 1982, p. 123. 

- W. Bruening, “Gericht und Auferweckung von den Toten als Kennzeichen des 
Vollendungshandelns Gottes durch Jesus Christus” in J. Feiner and M. Löhrer 
(ed.), Mysterium Salutis, Zürich, 1976, Vol. V, p. 882. £ Be ee 

. On this see the excellent theological interpretation by D. Mieth, “Friedrich Dür- 
renmatts ‘Der Meteor.’ Zur ethischen und religiösen Relevanz der literarischen 
‘Aussage,’ ” in Festscrift für Richard Brinkmann. Literaturwissenschaft und Geistes- 
geschichte, edited by J. Brummach, Tübingen, 1981. 

- Mk 5:21-43 par. 

. Lk 7:11-17. 
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32. 
33- 


34: 
35- 
36. 


nıı. 

N Brecht, “Me-ti. Buch der Wendungen” in Gesammelte Werke, Frankfurt, 1967, 
Vol. XII, p. 466. 

D. Sölle, Wählt das Leben, Stuttgart, 1980, p. 119. 

K. Marti, Leichenreden, Neuwied / Berlin, 1969, p- 63. 

It is Kurt Marti in particular who has constantly opposed this “daily death” in 
his texts, One of his resurrection texts ends with the orogrammatic statement: “Al 
I know is what he is calling us to, to the resurrection here and now.” In a dis- 
cussion with K, J. Kuschel, conducted for the Easter number 1981 of Publik-Forum, 
Marti answered the question as to what resurrection here and now meant in the 
concrete: “It means that people no longer kill one another, not in war and not 
in traffic. People quickly get used to anything. But perhaps resurrection here and 
now also means that we do not kill one another even metaphorically, with words, 
with lack of understanding, with hatred and prejudice. All this is part of mutual 
killing. Positively expressed, it means becoming capable of fellowship, being capable 
of fellowship, living for one another and with one another, and in this solidarity 
to be able to develop our own life. God wants life and not its opposite: it is not 
his will that we should deprive each other of life, steal life from each other, recipro- 
cally defraud each other of life.” 


VI. BETWEEN HEAVEN AND HELL 


1. 


D OoN Don A w 


10. 
11, 
12. 
13. 
14. 


15. 
16. 


17. 
18. 


19. 


M. L. Kaschnitz, “Auferstehung” in Dein Schweigen-meine Stimme, Gedichte 
1958-1971, Hamburg, 1962, p. 13 (ET, Michael Hamburger [translator and 
editor], German Poetry 1910-1975. An Anthology, Carcanet New Press, Man- 
chester, 1977, p. 177). 


. M. L. Kaschnitz, “Auferstehung” in Doppelinterpretationen. Das zeitgenössische 


Gedicht zwischen Autor und Leser, edited and introduced by H. Domin, Frankfurt, 
1969, p. 95. On the theme of Easter and Resurrection in contemporary German 
literature see K. J. Kuschel, Jesus in der deutschsprachigen Gegenwartsliteratur, 
Zürich / Cologne / Gütersloh, 1978, especially pp. 290-97. 


. Ibid. 

. Suetonius, Vita Divi Augusti n. 100. 

. Lk 24:50-51. 

. Mk 16:19. 

. Lk 24:51. 

. Ac 1:7-8. 

. Ac 1:11; in addition to the earlier works by E. Schweizer and W. Thiising, see 


especially G. Lohfink, Die Himmelfahrt Jesu. Untersuchungen zu den Himmel- 
fahrts- und Erhöhungstexten bei Lukas, Munich, 1971; idem, Die Himmelfahrt Jesu 
—Erfindung oder Erfahrung, Stuttgart, 1972. 
Ac 1:3. 
Ac 2:36. 
Cf. Rm 1:37. 
1 P 3:18-20, 
In my interpretation I shall follow mainly W. J 
the Spirits, Rome, 1965. There is a summa of this in the article “ ation 
and Tradition: An Example from ı Peter” in Gregorianum = the 
commentaries on Pere 2 K. H. Schelkle (1961) and N, Brox (1979) 

- Bultmann, Theologie des Neuen Test übi o 
Ep 4:8-10, referring to Ps 68:19. DSSS 3 er 
Cf. Col 2:15. ` 
A. v. Harnack, Marcion. Das Eya 


. Dalton, Christ's Proclamation to 


P IO: ngelium vom fremden Gott, Darmstadt, 1960, 
Especially Mt 12:40; Ac 2:24, 27. 
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22. 


25. 


26. 
Gh 
28. 
. DS 76. 


2 


30. 
31. 
32. 
33: 
34 


35: 
. Ibid., pp. 88-89. 
37- 


38. 
39. 


40. 


41. Lk 
42. 


43. 


44. 
45. 
46. 


47. 


B. Reicke, “Höllenfahrt Christi” in Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart, 
` Tubingen, 1959, Vol. II, p. 408. ee 
_ In what is known as the Fourth Formula of Sirmium 359, formulated by the Syrian 


Mark of Arethusa. z 
-P, Sartre, Huis clos. Pièce en un acte, 1947 (ET, Two Plays. The Flies and In 


Camera. Translated by Stuart Gilbert, Hamish Hamilton, London, 1946, rpt. 1978, 
p. 166). 


. Ibid. 
; _ Even such outstanding works on the contemporary proclamation of faith as the 


Dutch Catechism and the Common Catechism are disappointing in this respect. 
F. Schauer, Was ist es um die Hölle? Dokumente aus dem norwegischen Kirchen- 
streit, Stuttgart, 1956. 

Ibid., p. 23. 

Ibid., pp. 25-26. 

DS 72. 


DS 801; cf. 411. 

DS 1351. 

DS 1002. 

Vatican II. Constitution on the Church (1964), art. 16. 

Cf., recently, H. A. Oberman, Wurzeln des Antisemitismus. Christenangst und 
Judenplage im Zeitalter von Humanismus und Reformation, Berlin, 1981. 

T. and G. Sartory, In der Hölle brennt kein Feuer, Munich, 1968. 


Cf. H. Küng, Unfehlbar? Eine Anfrage, Zürich, 1970, Chapter I; quotation p. 44 
(ET, Infallible? An Inquiry, New York, 1971, p. 55; London, 1971, p. 46). 
Lk 16:19-31, obviously linked with Enoch Chapter 22. 
The Koran, too, contains frightening descriptions of the torments of hell: “Hell is 
first and foremost the Fire. God has laid up for the damned ‘fetters, and a furnace, 
and food that chokes, and a painful punishment’: (73.12f.). They will be roasted 
in a flame which ‘spares not, neither leaves alone, scorching the flesh’ (74:28f.); 
in this they will neither die nor live (20.74 / 76). Various other touches are added 
here and there; the damned will be given boiling water and pus to drink (38.57); 
they will have to eat the bitter fruit of the tree of Zaqqum whose ‘spathes are as 
the heads of Satans’ (37.62 / 60-66 / 64). In various places there are verses that 
Suggest that one of the features of Hell is the lack of social harmony and lack of 
peace (e.g., 38.60-64),” W. Montgomery Watt, What Is Islam?, Longmans, 
London / New York, 1968, second edition 1979, p. 53- n : 
On the Persian influence on Jewish thought (which is difficult to assess in detail), 
especially in the late post-exilic period (from about 200 B.c.), through Zervanism 
(a special form of the Zoroastrian religion), see H. Haag, Teufelsglaube, Tübingen, 
1974; Excursus II: “Zarathustra und der iranische Dualismus,” pp. 263-69. 
10:18. 
H. Haag, Abschied vom Teufel, Einsiedeln, 1969; idem, Vor dem Bösen ratlos?, 
Munich / Zürich, 1978; H. Häring, Die Macht des Bösen. Das Erbe Augustins, 
Zürich / Cologne / Gütersloh, 1979. a ae 
On this saying of Goethe, see E. Spranger, “Nemo contra Deum nisi Deus ipse, 
Gesammelte Schriften, edited by H. W. Bahr, Tübingen, 1974, Vol. IX, pp. 
315-31. 
ps 411; cf. also the condemnation of Scotus Eriugena, DS 625-63. 

ante, La Divini mmedia: Inferno, 3, 9- A j 
This is a clear ie Eazlısh historian D. P. vaks in The Decline 
of Hell. Seventeenth-Century Discussions of Eternal Torment, 5 ae 19045 
Cf. Was glauben die Deutschen? Eine re NO jee nisse und Kom- 
mentare, edited by W. Harenberg, Munich / Mainz, 1968, p. 83. 
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48. 
49- 


50. 


According to an opinion poll of the Ifak Institute (Taunusstein) of October 1980 
(cf. Der Spiegel, Nos. 46 and 47, 1980). 

The doctrine of purgatory was first defined against the Greeks at the Councils 
of Lyon, 1274, and Ferrara / Florence, 1439; then against the Protestants at the 
Council of Trent, 1563. The term “fire” is constantly avoided (cf. DS 856, 1304, 
1820), 

Cf. G. Gnilka, Ist 1 Kor 3, 10-15 ein Schriftzeugnis für das Fegefeuer? Eine 
exegetisch-historische Untersuchung, Diisseldorf, 1955. 


1. DS 1820, 


52. A Declaration of the Roman Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith of May 17, 


53- 


54- 


55- 


1979 (“On Some Questions of Eschatology” [cf. Herder-Korrespondenz p? 1979]) 
defends the traditional teaching not only in crucial points, such as belief in eternal 
life and in heaven and hell, but also in points of doctrine that are universally dis- 
puted in Catholic theology today, as, for instance, that in regard to a certain in- 
corporeal interim state of a pure spirit-soul between the death of the individual and 
the last judgment (as a basis for a cult of the dead, etc.). The Catholic Herder. 
Korrespondenz undoubtedly recapitulates a criticism widespread in Catholic theology 
when it makes the following commentary on the Declaration: “The problematic 
character of the Declaration of the Congregation for the Faith does not lie in the 
fact that it raises misgivings against misleading modes of theological thought and 
expression and refers to tradition but in the fact that it places an uncummonly 
difficult statement of the question in practice on the same plane as the fundamental 
articles of faith Mentoren) in the other points. Thus it intervenes in the theological 
dispute neither in a way appropriate to the present level of the argument nor does 
it offer a development of traditional hopeful pictures for the faithful, In this way 
also the real problem of the letter is tackled. The Congregation for the Faith regards 
itself as [an] advocate for the faithful and seeks to prevent them from losing a 
sense of security as a result of new modes of speech and new ideas. The impression 
is thus given that belief in eternal life is mainly threatened by half-understood 
theological controversies. That may well be true in a number of cases, but on the 
whole the opposite is true. The attempt to find a new language for life after death 
and the consummation of the world and history is provoked precisely by the pre- 
vailing uncertainty, and this springs generally from that very pastoral responsibility 
that the lener rightly demands of theologians”, Herder-Korrespondenz 33 (1979) 
PP: 437739- 

The traditional position is defended by J. Ratzinger, Eschatologie—Tod und ewiges 
Leben, Regensburg, 1978, especially pp. 91-135. More or less in conformity with 
this (although ambiguous) is H. Vorgrimler, Hoffnung auf Vollendung. Aufriss der 
Eschatologie, Freiburg / Basle / Vienna, 1980, especially pp. 150-55; when ques- 
tions turn out to be theologically high-charged Vorgrimler quotes the exact content 
of the Vatican Declaration but then, in the end, offers a critique as follows: “It is 
surprising that (as distinct from the Creeds) a negative expectation is presented 
here as an object of religious faith, that salvation and damnation are put before us 
as completely parallel opportunities and that damnation is conceived not even as the 
self-refusal of the mortal sinner but as eternal punishment” (p. 160). 

On the Protestant side the most prominent defender of the traditional doctrine of 
an intermediate state is O, Cullmann, Unsterblichkeit der Seele oder Auferstehung 
der Toten? Antwort des Neuen Testaments, Stuttgart, 1956. (ET, Immortality of 


the Soul or Resurrection of the Dead? The Witness of the New Testament, London, 


1958). A good survey of views in Protestant theology from the time of Dialectical 


nwart, Paderborn, 1964, which today would 
fied in its critique of Catholicism. 
th was aiming (in addition 


by J. Feiner and L, Visch he book 
by G. Greshake and G. Lohfink, Naherwartung-Auferstehung-Unstörblichkest Un: 
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. It has been explained how this unity is require 


tersuchungen zur christlichen Eschatologie, Freiburg / Basle / Vienna, 1975. In 
the fourth expanded edition (1982) Greshake and Lohfink defended themselves 
strenuously both against the criticism of Ratzinger and Vorgrimler and against the 
Roman Congregation of the Faith (or perhaps only against a certain interpretation 
of it) and they do so with well-founded arguments. Lohfink charges Vorgrimler with 
an “arbitrary use of texts” (“What is constructed here is a phantom against which 
I can only protest,” pp. 194-95); “On Herbert Vorgrimler’s charge of devaluing 
history,” pp. 193-207. 

Greshake objects to Ratzinger’s “misunderstandings and errors of judgment” and 
to the latter’s “prevailing polemical tone” (“outrageous”; cf. pp. 156-84). On Rat- 
zinger’s interpretation of the Roman documents, which he descuibes as “rigorous” 
(p. 187), Greshake observes: “This interpretation of Ratzinger raises important 
questions. For in the same article the author [Ratzinger] insists that ‘the traditional 
idea of the soul is not in fact to be found in so many words and uniformly in the 
New Testament,’ that ‘the Christian idea of man as consisting of body and soul was 
formed only in a very slow process and then the soul came to be described as the 
subject of the intermediate state’ and that this development ‘came to some sort of 
conclusion only with Aquinas, that is, in the high middle ages.’ But if the term 
‘soul’ was never part of the basic language of faith either in the New Testament or 
in patristic times, or (completely developed) in early scholasticism or (unchal- 
lenged) in modern times, it is evident from this very fact that the continuity of this 
idea is not as assured as Ratzinger assumes” (pp. 187-88). 

Against Aquinas’ solution Greshake rightly objects: “(1) Although—in Aquinas’ 
terminology—the soul is the unique form of the body, after the separation from the 
soul in death, the corpse that remains must be assigned a form (or many forms), 
released by the soul at the moment of separation from the body, (2) The soul 
survives the separation. In its survival it is not a human person but something of 
a human being (pars naturae) and consequently in its subsistence apart from the 
body is in an unnatural state. In order to be able to exist in this unnatural state 
(for example, to be able to posit some acts of cognition without corporality) the 
functions of corporality must be miraculously replaced by God. (3) The immortal- 
ity of the subsistent soul—which for Aquinas is per se and natural—conflicts seriously 
with the gratuitousness of the resurrection of the body. . . . All three intellectual 
difficulties result at bottom from a persistent dualistic thinking on the part of 
Aquinas in regard to the body-soul relationship” (pp. 95-96). 

In view of the confused state of this discussion in Catholic theology, many an 
observer will wonder who—outside the Congregation of the Faith itself—can mea- 
sure up to these recent documents of the Vatican Congregation so that he can 
honestly describe himself as a “Catholic theologian.” Since the defender of the sup- 
posedly “rigorous” interpretation of this Declaration was prefect of the Congregation 
of the Faith, we may reasonably be concerned about the further course of the 

Bete d both in terms of biblical elkey 
and today in the lieht of anthropology (with reference to the work of P. Althaus, 
W. Panrenters E J. Nocke, WW. rat), A good historical survey of the 
body-soul problematic in relation to death, from Hippocrates, Hate and Arone 
up to the present time, can be found in the collection of tan y = = ody, 
Mind and Death, New York, 1964. One thing that ought to be considered here is 
th hypothesis of K. Popper and J. Eccles, The Self and Its Brain. An Argu- 

OWED Np OaNeS CFLS EE They present human consciousness or 
ment for Interactionism, Heidelberg, 1977- YAR he human brain, in the sens 
the “self” as a kind of authority in the person above the hum , e 


that it interprets, controls and integrates pieces of information an kom the 
brain and, at the same time, releases processes of changa ae > nman a 
But while Eccles believes in a non-evolutive origin of the “se f st expiams 
the emergence of the “self” as part of the universal process of evolution. In our 


context there is no need of a decision in this generally disputed question. On all 
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57- 


58. 


59. 
6o. 
61. 
62. 
63. 


64. 
65. 


66. 


these problems see, among others, W. Heintzeler, Der Mensch im Kosmos—Krone 

der Schöpfung oder Zufallsprodukt? Ein Gespräch über das Selbstverständnis des 

Menschen im Spannungsfeld zwischen Naturwissenschaft und Religion, Stuttgart, 

1981, especially pp. 54-78. 

K. Barth, Die Kirchliche Dogmatik, Zollikon / Zürich, 1948, Vol. III, 2, pp, 

779-71 (ET, Church Dogmatics, T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh, 1960, Vol. III, 2, 
. 632-33). 

€. Genie Starker als der Tod. Zukunft—Tod—Auferstehung—Himmel—Holle— 

Fegefeuer, Mainz, 1976, pp. 92-93. 

Mt 25:46. 

2 Th 1:9. 

Rm 11:32. 

Rm 11:33-36. 

See K. Rahner, Grundkurs des Glaubens, Freiburg / Basle / Vienna, 1977, P. 418 

(ET, Foundations of Christian Faith, Darton, Longman and Todd, London / 

Seabury Press, New York, 1978, p. 435): “From the perspective of Christian 

anthropology and eschatology, and in a serious and cautious interpretation of scrip- 

ture and its eschatological statements, we are not obliged to declare that we know 

with certainty that in fact the history of salvation is going to end for certain people 

in absolute loss. As Christians, then, we do not have to regard statements about 

heaven and hell as parallel statements of Christian eschatology.” 

J. Moltmann, Umkehr zur Zukunft, Munich, 1970, pp. 84-85. 

L. Feuerbach, Das Wesen des Christentums, edited by W. Schuffenhauer, Berlin, 

= p- 270 (ET, The Essence of Christianity, New York / London, 1957, p. 

172). 

M. L. Kaschnitz, “Ein Leben nach dem Tode” in Kein Zauberspruch. Gedichte, 

Frankfurt, 1972, p. 119 (ET, Edward Quinn). 


VII. DYING WITH HUMAN DIGNITY 


1. 


A. Peccei (ed.), Das menschliche Dilemma. Zukunft und Lernen. Club of Rome 
Report for the Eighties, Vienna / Munich / Zürich / Innsbruck, 1979. 


2. A. Mitscherlich, “Der Patient—ein Werkstück?” in Der Spiegel, No. 38, 1978. 


. K. Christoph, “Die Medizin als Patient. Zum Selbstverstän 


. P. Sporken, Darf die Medizin 


. E. Seidler, “Abendländische Neuzeit” in Krankheit, He 


. Medicine has been on the defensive, particularly since the appearance of I. Illich’s 


deliberately provocative book Limits to Medicine, London, 1976. Among the count- 
less contributions to the discussion, the book by the Heidelberg physiologist H. 
cause of its expertise and its self-critical attitude. 

eh dnis der sogenannten 
Schulmedizin” in Frankfurter Hefte. Zeitschrift für Kultur und Politik Ke (1975), 
PP. 33741; quotation pp. 37-38. “Wie sehen sie sich i i i 
Hochschule?” Free Berlin Radio, October 1969 eee EZ Abat und die 


was sie kann? Probleme einer medizinischen Ethik, 


Düsseldorf, 1971. 


ilkunst, Heilung, edited by 


H. Schipperges, E. Seidler, and P. U. Unschuld, Freiburg / Munich, 1978, pp. 


330-41; quotation p. 337. 


. DFG-Mitteilungen, No. 1, 1979. 
. J. M. von Goethe, Faust I, 345-46; 


i 4 3416-418, (ET, Goeth i 
Enay Philip Wayne Penguin Books, A en 6 
p. 152. ’ ? ? 


. de Bonhoeffer, N, H. Soe, P 
Oyen, K. Barth, H. Thielicke and P. L. Lehmann. A new ev 
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12, 


17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 


21, 


22, 


23. 
24. 


ublication is the Handbuch der christlichen Ethik, edited by A. Hertz, W. Korff, 
T. Rendtorff and W. Ringeling, Freiburg / Gütersloh, 1978. 
I. Kant, “Kritik der praktischen Vernunft” A 54 in Werke, edited by W. Wei- 


schedel, Vol. IV, Frankfurt / Darmstadt, 1956, p. 140 (ET, Kant’s Critique of 


Practical Reason and Other Works on the Theory of Ethics, 6th edition translated 
by Thomas Kingsmill Abbott, Longmans, Green, London / New York / Toronto, 
1909, reprinted 1954, p. 119). 


. The convergence, at least among Catholic moralists, on the question of the sub- 


stantiation of norms can be clearly seen in issue No. 12 of Concilium, Vol. 12 
(1976), “Werteinsicht und Normbegriindung,” edited by F. Böckle and J. M. 
Pohier, with articles by J. Gründel, D. Mieth, G. Sala, F. Böckle, B. Schüller, R. 
Simon, R. McCormick and C. Curran. 

Cf. A. Toynbee (ed.), Man’s Concern with Death, London, 1968, pp. 59-115, 
145-159; W. Fuchs, Todesbilder in der modernen Gesellschaft, Frankar 1969; 
J. Hofmeier, “Die heutige Erfahrung des Sterbens” in Concilium, Vol. 10 (1974), 
pp. 235-40; J. Hick, Death and Eternal Life, London, 1976, pp. 81-96; P. Ariés, 
L’Homme devant la mort, Paris, 1977. 


. A. and M. Mitscherlich, Die Unfähigkeit zu trauern. Grundlagen kollektiven Ver- 


haltens, Munich, 1973. 


. Cf. the article “Lebenserwartung” in Meyers Enzyklopddisches Lexikon, Mann- 


heim / Vienna / Zürich, Vol. IV, 1975, p. 722. 


. J; Mayer-Scheu and R. Kautzky (eds.), Vom Behandeln und Heilen. Die vergessene 
n v 


Dimension im Krankenhaus, Vienna / Freiburg / Basle / Göttingen, 1980, p. 121. 


. M. Frisch, Tagebuch 1966-1971, Frankfurt, 1972, pp. 424-26 (ET, Sketchbook 


ge 71, translated by Geoffrey Skelton, Eyre Methuen, London, 1974, pp. 
337-30). 
ot the historical development see the monumental work by P. Ariés, which pro- 
vides an abundance of material on the attitude to death from the ninth century 
to the present. 
E. Fried, “Definition” in Warngedichte, Munich, 1964, p. 120. 
F.M. Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, 2 vols., Penguin Books, Harmonds- 
vor / Baltimore, 1958, rpt. 1963, pp. 912-13. 
id., p. 343. 
E. Jüngel, “Der Tod als Geheimnis des Lebens” in the same author’s Entsprech- 
ungen: Gott—Wahrheit—Mensch. Theologische Erörterungen, Munich, 1980, p. 
8; see, idem, Tod, Stuttgart / Berlin, 1971- . 
Penn Epistula ad encore‘ n. ale Epicurus. The Extant Remains, trans- 
lated with notes by Cyril Bailey, Oxford University Press, 1926, p. 85. 
E. Jüngel, Entsprechungen, p. 331. ie ; 
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* “Do you believe in a life after death?” 





Is there a meaning to death? What is the meaning of “living 
eternally”? What about reincarnation? Why are we on earth? Is hell 
eternal? Is there a hell? Is eternal life a wish or a reality? 


The concept of eternal life is one which has fascinated people from 
all walks of life for ages, and the subject which Dr. Hans Küng 
probes in this thought-provoking book. A theologian of considera- 
ble distinction and world renown, Kiing has long confronted 
questions central to the essence and structure of Catholicism: From 
his modern perspective, Dr. Küng here discusses the ancient ap- 
proaches to the question of life after death and explores the 
contemporary medical, philosophical, and theological problems 
that any consideration of this question engenders. 





“If J believe in an eternal life,” Küng concludes, “...1 can work for 
a better future, a better society, even a better Church, in peace, 
freedom and justice—and knowing that all this can only be 
sought and never fully realized by man...1 know that this world is 


not the ultimate reality...it is always possible to endow my life 
and that of others with meaning.” 





A worthy successor to his’books on Christianity, Küngs. ETERNAL 

Lire? will be enthusiastically received by all readers—Christian and 

non-Christian, believing and unbelieving—who have considered 

the question of life after death. - | 51195 
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